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In this issue we present two articles on public projects that
give form to big ideas. Alice Aycock creates enlightened and
energetic responses to celestial discovery and our

technological world in works like Star Sifter, a large project
completed in 1998 for Terminal One at New York’s JFK Airport.
Mary Tinti writes: “Like a shuttle poised to reenter the earth’s
atmosphere, Star Sifter inspires fanciful connections between
earth and cosmic travel.” Aycock calls her fascination with flight
a “natural obsession,” and here focuses “on the essence of flight,
physics, astronomy, and celestial discovery.” Three more projects
completed in 2007, including Ghost Ballet for the East Bank
Machineworks (Nashville, Tennessee), pictured on our cover,
display Aycock’s continuing quest to stay “fiercely true to herself
and her ever-expanding intellectual and cosmic queries.”

Sacrifices of War, created in 1926 by Boston sculptor Bashka
Paeff for the Maine World War I Sailors and Soldier’s Memorial,
at Kittery, honors mothers as advocates of peace. Jennifer
Wingate claims that “Rather than celebrating the more
conventional notions of patriotic motherhood promoted in
popular media, Paeff’s design echoed the position of Jane
Addams and the Woman’s Peace Party, which held that women,
as mothers, had a special responsibility and authority as
advocates of peace.” The subject of women protecting their
young from the violence of battle appears only rarely in
American World War I imagery, and Wingate compares Paeff’s
memorial with contemporary works such as Käthe Kollwitz’s
group of mothers shielding young children from the ravages of
war, inspired by the death of her son Peter.

Tatiana Flores introduces a number of women artists who not
only helped bring modernism to Mexican painting, photography,
and other art forms in the 1920s, but also sought to bring social
value to their country’s art. Besides presenting an early work by
Frida Kahlo, Flores examines how Lola Cueto, Tina Modotti,
Rosario Cabrera, Chabela Villaseñor, and Nahui Olin “rejected
academic traditions and pondered through visual means what
should be the purpose of Mexican art in the post-revolutionary
moment.”

The life and art of Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler reflect the spirit of
liberation for bohemian women in Weimar Germany during the
1920s and 1930s. While her colleague Otto Dix created grim,
harshly sexualized portrayals of women, Lohse-Wächtler's
approach to street subjects such as the bold, brash Lissy
"demonstrates the artist's sympathetic relationship with her
disenfranchised subjects, and ultimately suggests a more
empowering discourse for Weimar prostitution,” writes Britany
Salsbury. Lohse-Wächtler cleverly navigated the male-dominated
professional art world, and as a young artist gained critical acclaim
for her strong, garishly colored watercolors until her career was cut
short by madness, and she was annihilated during the Third Reich.

Scenes of late Roman and early Byzantine women and their
possessions, including their female slaves, may have had
“positive associations for both the slave and the elite female
viewers,” claims Marice Rose. She argues that such images “were
intended to reinforce domestic order and construct female
behavior,” and “that the impact of such “visual language was
powerful, and that female viewership of such language was
neither neutral nor passive.”

Three of the books reviewed in this issue offer historical
approaches to the “Feminist Revolution” from the multiple
perspectives of their numerous essayists. The exhibition
catalogue Wack! Art and the Feminist Revolution, reviewed by
Karen Kurczynski,presents a broad spectrum of “what has
become canonical second-wave feminist art,” including an
international selection of more than 120 women artists who made
feminist work between 1965 and 1980. Reviewer Janet Marquardt
questions the selection of just a dozen artists who are the subjects
of After the Revolution: Women Who Transformed Contemporary Art,
which “draws out the question of whether ‘genius’ and
‘greatness’ [as defined in 1971 by Linda Nochlin] are still at issue
or whether the revolution has changed the paradigm.” Reviewer
Pamela Simpson notes a lively “spirit of dialogue between young
feminists and the pioneers” found among the thirty-two essays in
Blaze, Discourse on Art, Women and Feminism.

All but one of the monographs reviewed here concern artists
still working today. The exception is Russian Modernism Between
East and West: Natal’ia Goncharova and the Russian Avant-Garde.
Reviewer Cheryl Kramer says of this first book on the artist in
English since 1979, that author Jane Ashton Sharp “expertly
conveys the complexity of Goncharova’s work” by exploring her
dialogue with Eastern and Western sources. 

Lengthy conversations with May Stevens on her life and art
became the basis for Patricia Hills’s monograph. Reviewer
Gylbert Coker comments on how Stevens’s relationships with her
parents played into the development of her Ordinary/
Extraordinary and Big Daddy series. Reviewer Mary Ball
Howkins finds that Joanna Inglot’s volume on Magdalena
Abakanowicz not only grounds this sculptor’s oeuvre “in the
unique evolution of the twentieth century Polish landscape,” but
also “reveals the degree to which Abakanowicz deftly shaped her
public artistic identity in international circles, effectively
mythologizing it and her art.” Michelle Meagher reviews two
books on Cindy Sherman: a “comprehensive” catalogue that
accompanied a 2007 retrospective at the Galerie Jeu de Paume in
Paris, with two (of three) essays that “fall into the convention of
discussing Sherman’s work in a gender-blind manner”; and a
compilation of scholarly essays, “which traces the critical
discourses that have been inspired by” this American
photographer. Reviewer Patricia Briggs describes Kiki Smith: A
Gathering, 1980-2005 as “itself a beautiful object that mirrors the
aesthetic of the artist,” with essays by Linda Nochlin and others
that explore the dark side of Smith’s “tortured” figures while
“highlighting the artist’s “sensitivity to the poetic and conceptual
resonances of her materials.”

We continue to receive new submissions and encourage
scholars to send their articles for consideration. WAJ guidelines
for contributors and subscription information can be found on
our website, womansartjournal@womansartjournal.org.

Joan Marter and Margaret Barlow, editors
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Since 1998 Alice Aycock’s Star Sifter has occupied a
prominent place within the Terminal One rotunda of
New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport. A

stellar complement to the terminal’s critically acclaimed
architecture, Aycock’s installation was an ingenious response
to the one-of-a-kind culture, form, and purpose of this site.
After a decade, Star Sifter is as it always was: a sculptural
commentary upon all that the airport has become and all it
was once hoped to be. 

Star Sifter (1998; Fig. 1 and Pl. 1) remains an invitation to the
public to become aware of the power and possibilities inherent
in their surroundings, to experience the airport as both an
architectural space and a point of origin for travels to far off
places—be they immediate and real or in the private recesses
of the mind. Much has changed at the airport since Star Sifter’s
initial unveiling. Today, in a transportation venue where the
public is still dealing with the aftermath of the 2001 terrorist
attacks; still grappling with unprecedented regulations, fees,
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PORTRAITS,  ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

CELEBRATING THE PUBLIC
ART OF ALICE AYCOCK

By Mary M. Tinti

Fig. 1. Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (Rotunda Project for Terminal One, JFK International Airport) (1998), stainless steel, aluminum, motorized parts,
H. 40' x W. 60’, with suspended elements of varying heights. Courtesy of the artist. 



delays, and ever-changing travel advisories; and still trying to
establish a new normal, Aycock’s invitation seems more
relevant than ever. Star Sifter is not just a work of public
sculpture; it is a personal legacy that can aid in our
understanding of the later projects of its prolific maker. 

A successful artist whose sculpture and drawings are in
numerous collections, Alice Aycock (b.1946) values the creation
of art for public places. She understands the strange polemics of
the public art genre and thrives on the dialogue which
concurrently challenges and justifies its necessity. Despite her
work as a public artist (beginning in the 1970s) and her no-
holds-barred candor in being a true voice in the field, her public
artworks have not garnered much scholarly attention.

My interest in this curious deficiency began after reading
Brooke Kamin Rapaport’s 2003 Sculpture Magazine interview,
entitled “Alice Aycock: Public Artist.” After rhetorically
questioning the critical silence regarding the artist’s recent
works, Rapaport wisely suggested that “the role of public art
itself at the present time” might be to blame.1 Elaborating,
Aycock’s interviewer cites several handicaps with which
public art—as a genre—often has to contend, including an
amorphous definition, a stereotypical susceptibility to
“disneyfication,” a constant questioning of its artistic and
social value, a secondary relationship to architecture, and a
penchant for controversial receptions. Together, these strikes
seem to have contributed to a moratorium on serious
discussions of public art, Aycock’s included. 

In 2005, the silence was perhaps unintentionally perpetuated
by Robert Hobbs, whose brilliant analysis of Aycock’s oeuvre
acknowledged her public projects as a crucial part of her artistic
contribution, but went on to explain his reasoning for leaving
these works for a subsequent study. Hobbs passed on the
opportunity to address these commissions at length, saying they
“open a new and different chapter deserving its own
publication” and understandably so.2 Today, in the spirit of
opening this chapter, this celebration of Star Sifter and three later

works can provide an interpretive framework for
understanding and fully appreciating Aycock’s
endeavors in the world of public art. 

Unlike most public art commissions, which often
begin with an open call for artists and the promise of
a juried competition, the story of Star Sifter was
distinctive from the start. The sculpture owes its
existence to the vision of public art consultant Joyce
Pomeroy Schwartz, who was hired by the terminal’s
tenant airlines to commission artworks for their new
building.3 Schwartz’s plan called for a series of
visually stunning, site-specific installations to be
scattered throughout the terminal. Unfortunately, as
construction progressed, the priorities of both the
architect and the airlines shifted, and the budget and
initial enthusiasm for a series of high profile art
commissions began to wane. The only project
realized, Star Sifter endured not only because it is, to
quote Rapaport, “an optimistic vision of what air
travel might lead to,” but also because it doubled as a

security barrier and could compensate for an intrinsic flaw in
the mezzanine’s design.4

Original plans for the mezzanine called for a large opening
in the center of the atrium so that people on the second floor
could look down upon passengers making their way through
the security checkpoint directly below. However, soon after
construction began, the architect saw that a person on the
mezzanine could easily slip an unscreened item down to a
previously screened passenger. Aycock’s added challenge then
was to find a way to prevent such security breaches. The end
result is nothing short of a visionary sculptural machine. 

Like a shuttle poised to reenter the earth’s atmosphere, Star
Sifter hovers between the first and second levels of the
rotunda, inspiring fanciful connections between earth and
cosmic travel (Fig. 2). Within the central opening, Aycock wove
a transparent web of metal that affords entertaining views
between floors but is tight enough to prevent the passing of
objects. Mirrors, curlicues, a painted disk, an open book, a
fuselage, and various curved trellis-like floating forms
suspended above this sunken web are just a few of the abstract
metallic objects caught in the sifter’s vortex. Some viewers
might recognize A-frames and architectural scaffolding; others
might see the makings of airplane parts or various fabrications
of an aviation engineer. 

On the surface, the installation may appear to pay tribute to
more traditional themes of air and space flight. But Aycock, a
self-proclaimed “sucker for the stars,” imbues this focus on the
essence of flight, physics, astronomy, and celestial discovery
with a conceptual profundity absent in most artworks of this
genre.5 Such theoretical saturation and attention to site
specificity solidifies her place among those artists creating
innovative, strikingly relevant sculptural commissions for
public spaces.

To stand before an Aycock sculpture is to surround oneself
with the product of an encyclopedic artistic mind, a mind that
is unafraid to tap centuries of thought, faith, science, and
mystery or to relish the inevitable layers of interpretation each
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Fig 2. Alice Aycock, proposal for Star Sifter (1998). Ink and colored pencil
on gray paper, 48” x 66”. Private collection. Courtesy of the artist.



can provide. Aycock’s fascination with space, flight, time, and
the ability of the past to affect the present takes many forms.
They range from the literal to the imaginary, the metaphorical
to the prophetic. They are often autobiographical, revealing an
acute sensitivity to dreams, ghosts, subconscious musings, or
childhood fears. They also demonstrate a desire to read across
disparate texts and images in pursuit of new ways to reconcile
scientific fact and miraculous fiction.

Over the course of her career, Aycock has talked about her
fascination with flight, calling it a “natural obsession.”6 Even
though twentieth-century aeronautical advancements enabled
humans to realize the dream of flight, to Aycock “flying and
airplanes are still magic,” a bewitching notion at the core of
much of her artistic philosophy.7 For her, flight is bound with
desire; it is not a strictly physical or technological
phenomenon. Because her version of flight encompasses the
mind and spirit, it is neither a straightforward progression
from point A to point B, nor an evolution from past to present
or present to future. Her idea of flight is simultaneously
backward and forward; it is undirected and knows no bounds. 

Expanding upon notions of flight, the artist uses the
slipping memory of her grandmother as an initial metaphor
for viewing traversals of time and space less literally. Likewise,
the plight of schizophrenics, whose scopic associations with
speed, time travel, and free fall—all facets of a mind grappling
with the pervasive nature of real life and hallucination—fit
well into Aycock’s own interests in “flights of the
imagination.”8 Such notions also solidify her wish to create

works that derive from unconventional schools of science and
philosophy and may prompt viewers to embrace, in the words
of Hobbs, “new ways of thinking about themselves and the
world around them.”9 Star Sifter perfectly encapsulates all of
these desires, bringing them to life at this airport site—where a
traveler ’s experience of flight is as wonderfully confused,
jumbled, and broadly defined as the artist’s. 

Star Sifter is exactly what its title suggests: a giant steel sieve
that captures and attempts to siphon everything in its
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Fig. 3. Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (Rotunda Project for Terminal One, JFK International Airport) (1998), stainless steel, aluminum, motorized parts, H. 40’ x
W. 60’, with suspended elements of varying heights. View from the mezzanine. Photo: Mary Tinti.

Fig. 4. Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (1998), detail. Photo: Mary Tinti



stratosphere (Pl. 2). Taking the sculpture at face value, one
might picture viewers on the mezzanine peering down
through its mesh, imagining they are the next to be lured in, to
be sifted (Fig. 3). Indeed, for many, that sorting is exactly what
lay in store. While the mezzanine and ticketing areas are
accessible to the general public, the area directly below the
sculpture is restricted to ticketed passengers—those who have
been scanned and “sifted” by airport security.

As with most of her sculptures, Aycock purposefully
stacked Star Sifter with details. Though the objects caught in
the sifter’s snare may be abstractions, there are several whose
unique derivations are discernable, or debatable. Examining
these abstract forms compounds the ways in which Star Sifter
can be interpreted as both extrapolating from and solidifying
its place within the structure and psychology of this singular
public space. 

First, there is the shape which is equally reminiscent of an
open book, passport, or laptop (Fig 4). While this form may
reference this triad of essential travel and time-killing tools, it
also can be interpreted as reflecting the artist’s love of reading,
a habit instilled by her father at a young age. Recalling her
childhood enthusiasm and naïvete, Aycock confesses, “I
thought that if I read enough books, I could know everything
without having to experience it all for real. I could do
everything in my imagination and stay safe. For me, even now,
my safety net is books.”10 With Star Sifter, that theoretical safety
net seems to have found a sculptural form, also becoming a
metaphorical parachute for the traveler. The sifter becomes a
subtle, almost prophetic protector, literally catching anyone or
anything security deems unfit for travel, or anyone not
imaginative enough to give in to the hidden power of fantasy,
faith, or mysterious, improbable connections. Extending the
metaphor, Star Sifter may suggest that inquiry and the pursuit

of knowledge itself are perhaps the most important safety nets.
The sculpture’s location in a building whose purpose is to
facilitate one of the twentieth century’s most influential
dreams-turned-reality-via-technology certainly strengthens
this claim. 

Viewers should not forget, however, that Aycock is a quick-
witted artist with a sharp sense of humor. On the other side of
the sifter, across from the book, a mirror and a blue disk
painted with a circle of white monkeys “jumping through
hoops through a constellation” offer a unique splash of color
within an otherwise industrial web of steel (Fig. 5, and Pl. 3).11

Inspired by nineteenth-century zoetropes (about which
Aycock was then reading), the disk is a play on motion,
animation and optical illusion. It also references the
unfortunate, but inevitable, monotony of our airport
experiences. Were the zoetrope activated—spun, and viewed
from the correct angle—its monkey would appear to move
forward, hurdling his hoop again and again. This allusion is
particularly befitting the airport: a non-place between
departure and destination where travelers can feel they have
been robbed of the excitement of the journey, finding
themselves on a conveyor belt of sorts, jumping through the
hoops of airline regulations and airport security, inevitably
feeling as though they are “traveling but going nowhere.”12

Aycock’s artistic allusions to some of the more unflattering
characteristics of contemporary commercial flight find their
complement in the observations of author and New York Times
contributor Walter Kirn, who writes:

For thousands of years human beings dreamed of flying,
but it took us less than a century to get sick of it. The
crowds. The delays. The seatmates. Something went
wrong. How did the miracle become a hassle? How did a
form of transportation that seemed to promise
unprecedented freedom end up delivering, in such short
order, a sense of debilitating entrapment?13

Kirn’s point is well taken. Today, flying is far busier, more
quotidian, more cramped, more stressful and certainly less
elegant than it once was. Similarly, the spaces which make
contemporary flight possible are contested zones fraught with
strange tensions, ersatz experiences, and complicated comings
and goings. For Aycock, too, the airport is an uninhabitable
“cyberspace made real,” where conceptions of public-ness and
community are evasive, if not indeterminable.14

Aycock’s impressions of the airport also echo those of travel
writer Pico Iyer, who similarly observes: 

What makes the airport special…is that it is a gift store
with culture shock: the product, in its video arcades, its
hotels, and its cocktail lounges, of a mixed marriage
between a border crossing and a shopping mall. And the
confusions of any shop where people are surrounded by
signs they can’t read and people they can’t follow are
amplified in this place where so many customers are from
somewhere far away, and so many of the shopkeepers are
recent arrivals with a shaky hold on English.15
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Fig. 5.  Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (1998), detail of zoetrope. Photo: Mary Tinti. 



As though picking up where Iyer leaves off, Aycock
believes the airport is a place where “the sense of being local is
left to the postcards and souvenirs, but it is a nowhere zone,”
replete with neon signage and kitschy décor. “If anything is
1984…it’s [the airport]!”16

When tapped to create a work of art for these vast
“nowhere zones,” Aycock confesses that the traveler or
audience she has in mind is herself. Because for her the entire
airport experience is such an ordeal, she likes to create
installations which can be appreciated by a traveler who is
constantly on the move, someone who wants to get in and get
out without lingering unnecessarily. Thus, the sculpture must
hold up to a “walk by experience,” for travelers who “just
happen to turn around for a quick second” as they grab a hot
dog or a coffee. In that moment, the viewer can experience
what Aycock calls a “quick hit” or “a little spectacle,” a
glimpse of a magic element that in her words is “a little scary
and a little delicious.”17 In the case of Star Sifter, the entire piece
is full of rich elements, all both scary and delicious, conducive
to quick hits and contemplation alike. 

While Aycock’s clichéd airport is a place of annoyance,
inconvenience, and eerie ennui, her sculpture initiates another
way to think about what happens in this space: to take a step
back from the tedium and recognize that the ability to fly is still
amazing. This sentiment is shared by Iyer, who, in his
contribution to the New York Times December 2007 blog, “Jet
Lagged: Navigating the Unfriendly Skies,” analogously
acknowledges the negative characteristics of commercial flight,
but sees past them to something more romantic. Iyer ’s
diplomatic insights about the contemporary travel-by-air
experience serve to re-affirm the continued relevancy of Star
Sifter. “I wonder if it isn’t really the democracy of travel that
many of us are objecting to these days when we speak of more
crowded planes and long lines at the airport….What is it,
exactly, that makes us think that we should complain about
sitting in a seat and being taken around the world?” he muses.18

Indeed, in ways both “slightly humorous and a little cynical”
(Aycock’s language), Star Sifter ironically hints at the banalities
inherent in the contemporary flight experience but does so
while offering a more imaginative alternative to the monotony.19

When the overall curvature of Star Sifter is considered, the
work’s optimism truly begins to reveal itself. Aycock has
confirmed that “metaphorically speaking, the curved elements
are a celestial deconstruction…loosely taken…from the
computer diagrams of outer space.”20 Even without such clues
from Aycock (or the title), science fiction aficionados and space
history enthusiasts might well associate the form of Aycock’s
sculpture, as I do, with the “cosmic shortcut” known as a
wormhole.21 The astronomer David Darling has described a
wormhole, a phenomenon of physics, as “a hypothetical
‘tunnel’ connecting two different points in spacetime.”22

Hovering as it does between the mezzanine rotunda and the
floor below, Star Sifter could be mistaken for just such a space
age conduit. Its shape, silhouette, and physical relation to its site
all further this association. This corollary is profound, for it
suggests the extent to which Star Sifter is in tune with its site.
Not only is it in synch with the literal happenings that occur in

this space, it is prescient in the possibilities and consequences it
suggests the viewer contemplate. 

Unproven vehicles of time travel, wormholes successfully
connect with Aycock’s interest in schizophrenia, her grand-
mother’s failing mind, and her fascination with the writings of
Jorge Luis Borges. While wormholes may be “one of the most
menacing and mysterious things in space,” their potential exis-
tence keeps the hope of time travel alive.23 “Popping through a
wormhole could bring distant galaxies to your doorstep” and
allow those who pass through and safely return “to travel into
the future,” assuming they live to tell the tale.”24 Like the imag-
inary travels of those who dreamed of flying long before it was
possible, wormholes offer a back door into the mysteries of
flight, time travel, and heretofore inexplicable universal forces.
They also relate to Borges’s ”tear in the universe,” a concept
with which Aycock is particularly enraptured.

Among the authors and philosophers whose literary works
Aycock often conjures, Borges is a favorite. In a 1990 interview,
Aycock told Grace Glueck, “I keep remembering the Borges
story ‘The Aleph,’ in which the narrator finds a tear in the
universe that allowed him to see everything that was and is
and will be. He is thus able to pull himself away from the
‘now’ by understanding what came before him, living in the
world that is, and envisioning another one.”25 Aycock then
added, “I’d be happy if I could just find a tiny rip.”26 After
reading this statement, one can easily equate the way Star
Sifter collapses the first and second floors of the rotunda with
Aycock’s attempt at finding (or creating) “a tiny rip.” Like a
wormhole or universal tear, Star Sifter simultaneously predicts
and provides the journey—whatever that may be. Whether
seen as an odyssey through the creative mind of an artist,
through the airport, or through all the imaginings of flight this
unique site affords, Star Sifter is at once a work of yesterday,
today, and tomorrow. 

Associating Star Sifter with the look and practicability of a
wormhole or a “tear in the universe” builds on questions
inherent in the air travel experience and the unpredictable
journeys that begin and end at the airport. Such routine
queries as: Will my flight get in on time? Will my luggage get
lost? Will the person in front of me keep her seatback in the
upright position? All find their counterpart in Aycock’s
construction and the more profound what ifs it prompts. 

Star Sifter is a seductive work by a calculating artist and
intellect, an exceptionally inquisitive scholar on a never-
ending quest to discover new ways to stimulate herself and
her audience. The myriad associations nurtured by Star Sifter
(only a few of which are touched upon here) is a testament to
the complexities she continues to court. Star Sifter, which may
be Aycock’s safety net, wormhole, tear in the universe, and
optimistic receptacle of inquiry is a call for viewers to value
asking intelligent, probing questions and to understand how
everything in our lives may be more connected than we
realize. Through this sculptural spectacle, Aycock jolts the
traveling public out of their humdrum daze, gives them a
challenging dose of reality, and invites them to see the world
around them, including their immediate spaces, both for what
they are and what they could be. 
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Because of the wonderful mess of order and chaos it
embodies, Star Sifter is a brilliant example of art for the airport
and the twenty-first-century culture that has emerged around it.
“As airspace is more and more controlled,” writes historian
Robert Wohl, “as airports become increasingly congested, as
security concerns constrict the air traveler and undermine the
equation of airplanes with speed, the idea of flight as liberation
seems remote, the utopia of a distant past.”27 Aycock has tried to
carry this notion into our present and future. Despite the
inconveniences and fears built into the contemporary air travel
experience, we can fly. Aycock revels in this ability, and through
Star Sifter reinforces that it is still a miraculous event. As though
tapping into the very utopian fervor that historian Joseph Corn
asserts was a pivotal part of the culture of aviation in pre-World
War II America, this work is the sculptural equivalent of the
transitions that happen in this airport space and the promise
that can still exist in the minds of all who dare to reassess how
far we have come and where future flight might lead us.28

Star Sifter remains relevant not only for its appropriation of
the architecture or the psychology of its airport site, but for its
lasting power. Its spirit and significance hold strong because
its meaning is multifaceted, malleable, anticipatory, and
therefore enduring. Because it relates uniquely to its site and to
flight-related phenomena, and is an honest, exciting, inventive
sculptural expression of “what air travel might lead to,” Star
Sifter will continue to elicit new meaning as an integral part of
Terminal One. 

Like Star Sifter several of the artist’s subsequent public projects
are similarly site-responsive. Strange Attractor for Kansas City

(Pl. 4 ), Ghost Ballet for the East Bank Machineworks (Nashville,

Tennessee) (front cover, Pl. 5), and The
Uncertainty of Ground State Fluctuations (for
Clayton, Missouri) (Pl. 6)—three very different
commissions from 2007—evidence the
recycling and renewal of the themes that
preoccupy Aycock, her keen ability to
extrapolate from a specific site, and the
pragmatics and pitfalls of working in the world
of public art. Any public art commission is a
gamble, as the works often are met with a mix
of popular acclaim and contentious debate. But
like Star Sifter, these works, too, will likely
become indelible parts of the public places for
which they were created.

Aycock’s installation for Kansas City
International Airport, despite its controversial
reception and seeming thematic incongruity,
evidences a very different approach to the
unique happenings of an airport site (Fig. 6).
Located outside the terminal walls, Strange
Attractor for Kansas City is sited in a roundabout
adjacent to the highway connector and several
parking lots.29 Fabricated from aluminum, the
sculpture takes the form of two gigantic
trumpet bells which have been severed from
their instruments and fused together at their

narrowest points. Best viewed at night, each bell is illuminated
from the inside by “metal halide lights” that give off a bright
white beam “surrounded by a ring of blue or neon.”30 An odd,
otherworldly glow envelops the entire piece, which is only
enhanced by the phosphorescence of 35-foot tall, bright orange
zigzags standing like antennae on the earth around it. Those
driving by no doubt fight the urge to stare, or possibly to stop to
investigate the light source, or wonder what strange object or
creature might crawl out. 

For Aycock, the work “has a little bit of the quality of ‘the
alien has landed.’”31 As revealed in a 2005 Pratt Institute
lecture, this sculpture fits with Aycock’s attraction to “the idea
of flying saucers, aliens, and space travel, ‘or, rather, people’s
fantasies about these things.’”32 It is abstract, visually loud, and
seemingly out of place. 

Judging from the opinions expressed in the Kansas City local
press, the City Council members there felt an alien presence, too.
Their comments ranged from “This looks like something a kid
put together,” and “I don’t know why we have to have art that
everybody has to guess what it means,” to “Art is in the eye of
the beholder,” and “When I first saw this, I didn’t quite get it, but
it grew on me.”33 Perhaps the Council members’ confusion over
Strange Attractor was because its site specificity was not as
obvious, innocuous, or innocent as they were expecting. 

Aycock chose to exploit the automobile- and highway-
restricted monotony of life—equating the banality of strip malls,
parking lots, and style-less suburban sprawl with the
unfortunate prosaicism of contemporary air travel. This
installation supported her declaration that “the more the world
becomes just a franchise, the more imperative it is to go against
the grain; to be idiosyncratic and independent.”34 She
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Fig 6. Alice Aycock, Strange Attractor for Kansas City (Long Term Parking Facility, Kansas City
[Missouri] International Airport) (2007), aluminum, neon, halogen lights, H. 42’ x L. 26’ x W. 30’6”.
Courtesy of the artist. 



envisioned this work for the vacation set: a family that has been
off on holiday and is returning to their regular lives and
routines. The plane has landed; the adventure has ended; and
they must trade their wings for wheels. Aycock imagined what
would jolt tired, bleary-eyed travelers as they made their way in
the darkness from the airport to the long term parking lot to
collect their car. For the artist, this site presented an opportunity
to give them “the alien.” This strange, ugly stretch of land
between the terminals, tarmac, and economy parking “needs
the alien. It needs a flying saucer that is not trying to prettify it,”
says Aycock, because so much of America is about bad design.35

Given the opportunity, Aycock wants “to provoke you to think
about your American landscape,” not just from above in an
airplane, disconnectedly viewing the land, but when you are in
the midst of it, a part of it.36 Reiterating ideas she expressed to
Rapaport, Aycock told Alice Thorson of the Kansas City Star:
“I’m an artist. I’m not in business to tell you what you already
know. I’m in business to shake you up, make you think about
something you haven’t thought about, to look at the world
differently than you normally do. That’s my job.”37

Aycock accomplishes these goals in Kansas City. But the
shakeups she inspires are not limited to sites in and around an
airport landscape. Other works for other sites similarly
connect to one another while individually intensifying the
spirit of the space for which they are conceived. 

Ghost Ballet for the East Bank Machineworks again blends the
best of Aycock’s longtime creative urges and the characteristics
that define an existing location (Fig. 7). Tapping into features
of a site that are both objective and imagined, Aycock has
given the citizens of Nashville a historically minded, percent-
for-art sculpture that—in ways not so different from Star Sifter
or Strange Attractor—is firmly rooted in the present and yet
open to impending possibilities. 

Ghost Ballet strikes a bold silhouette on the eastern edge of the
Cumberland River, on the greenway just across from the city.
With its swooping, spinning, shiny red-painted aluminum and
stainless steel components, the sculpture engages in parallel
conversations with the architecture and skyline of downtown
Nashville as well as with the neighboring bridges and athletic
stadium. Aycock’s Ghost Ballet is in animated dialogue with
much more than just its physical surroundings; it is in dialogue
with time, and conscious of that which has come before it. This
area was the site of Nashville’s industrial past, with large
manufacturing machines, relics of which still remain.

The siting of the work, a decision that involved suggestions
from the public, was determined before Aycock was selected
for the commission. So too were other parameters: utilizing
“existing salvaged industrial objects,” creating a civic
“gateway,” highlighting the uniqueness of the east bank,
generating a point of visual interest for both sides of the river,
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Fig. 7. Alice Aycock, Ghost Ballet for the East Bank Machineworks, (Nashville, Tennessee) ( 2005-07) aluminum, neon, thermoformed acrylic shapes, 
c. L.100’ x H.100’ x D. 60’. Courtesy of the artist. 



and enticing passersby on foot and by car to appreciate the
piece by both sun- and moonlight—no small order for a single
work of public art.38 Aycock has proven herself to be a
particularly site sensitive public artist, and her proposal was
selected to be realized. 

Rising to the challenges set for her, Aycock fixed her attention
on creating a work that, in her own words, could serve to
“emphasize the historical significance of this place as well as to
operate as a memory trace of the past industrial activities there.”39

The entire installation became a “new metaphorical
construction;” one that not only symbolizes the past “activity and
energy…generated on the site,” but “also refers to the energy and
excitement that still exists” in Nashville today.40 While the
references to actual and fanciful turbines, ladders, overhead
cranes, trusses, and dynamos celebrate an industrial past and a
dynamic future, as with all Aycock works, there is another layer
of meaning—one that injects a bit of cynicism into the wonder. 

A sculpture that borrows from various familiar
architectural forms and was designed to withstand, “hurricane
strength winds, snow and human loads,” might also be seen as
a reverse symbol of our nation’s decaying infrastructure.41

Aycock’s frustration with homogenous design and rampant
urban sprawl seen across America may have found another
outlet here with Ghost Ballet. With so many of our roads,
bridges, and tunnels in desperate need of repair, projects like
this put the wonder and excitement back in physics and

engineering and inject a bit of good, imaginative structure
back into our environment.

The same can be said for The Uncertainty of Ground State
Fluctuations (for Clayton, Missouri), another commission that
allowed Aycock to do what she does best: appear to bend time
and plumb her fascination with aliens, ghosts, histories of the
universe and technology, and our precarious relationship to the
natural world around us (Fig. 8). With Aycock’s signature
fanciful geometric abstractions, including “a cone and a
pinwheel and a frozen flutter of metallic drapery,” Uncertainty is
more visually contained than the other works. Situated on a
grassy rotary in front of a popular Clayton community center,
Uncertainty is a pyramid-like volume topped with its own light
filled horn. “The horn is trying to listen,” says Aycock. “It is also
a vessel, waiting to be filled. It seems to have landed, plopped
down in place.” The artist told Robert Duffy, of St. Louis
Magazine, that it can be interpreted as anything: “a large musical
instrument. Or a spacecraft straight from a 1950s Saturday movie
matinee. Or a flowering bush. It’s the viewer’s choice.” As with
any Aycock work, competing interpretive threads generate an
exciting tension for any single idea, and here Aycock notes how
the sculpture “has to do with feelings of unrest or unease. Yet it is
also optimistic, directed outward.”42

Uncertainty serves to add a little flash to what Duffy calls
Clayton’s swath “of largely consequence-free buildings.”43

Additionally, because the piece is so open to interpretation and
has a largely whimsical feel, it is well placed outside a center
devoted to recreation and community activities, even though
this location may not be the most prominent, or glamorous, in
town.44 “What you do is take what you’re given,” Aycock
notes. ”This is a piece I have always wanted to do, and after all
these years I want to see it next.”45 Finally, because Aycock is an
artist so in tune with and suited to a contemporary ethos, her
works resonate wherever they land. 

As this brief examination of a trio of Aycock’s 2007
commissions demonstrates, the legacy of Star Sifter extends
beyond Terminal One. She is an artist who stays fiercely true to
herself and her ever-expanding intellectual and cosmic
queries, and does so in a way that empowers the general
public—be they parked at the airport, looking across the
riverbank from a downtown high rise, or wandering in for
some community bonding—to do the same. Understanding
the depth and range of interpretation possible in a single
sculpture paves the way for more meaningful connections
with any Aycock work, and by extension, our experience of
public art more generally. 

Although Alice Thorson’s comments are directed
specifically towards Strange Attractor for Kansas City, they get
at the essence of Aycock’s public works. She observed how, “so
much about this piece feels familiar: The flaring tubalike forms
hark to old Victrolas, but their welded and riveted aluminum
strips reference aircraft construction. The zigzags of red neon
have a counterpart in American Indian pictographs, but the
cables and poles that support them come from modern-day
communications engineering.”46 Thorson goes on to ask, “So is
this device meant for broadcasting or inputting, transport or
surveillance? Is it malignant or benign? It all makes for a
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Fig. 8. Alice Aycock, The Uncertainty of Ground State Fluctuations (for
Clayton, Missouri) (2007), structural and spun aluminum, fiberglass,
thermo-formed acrylic, c. H. 19’ x  W. 20’ x  D. 20’. Courtesy of the artist.



thought-provoking encounter in a place where one might least
expect it, with art fulfilling its time-honored role as beacon.” 47

Aycock’s sculptural commissions are at once uncannily
familiar semaphores and eccentric, otherworldly
constructions. It is this tension, combined with their often
subtly sensitive relationship to their site that makes them so
richly thought-provoking. In its own way, each of these
commissions, made over a decade that touches down in two
millennia, addresses the importance of curiosity, the power of
the imagination, the dangers of intellectual laziness, the
connectivity of history, the anxieties bound to feelings of
alienation, and the proclivity of suburban sprawl. •

Mary M. Tinti recently joined the staff of WaterFire,
Providence. Her 2008 dissertation focused on the airport
installations of the Acconci Studio, Alice Aycock, Keith
Sonnier, and Diller + Scofidio.
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In a 1921 review of the exhibition of the School of Fine Arts
in Mexico City, the artist Carmen Foncerrada wrote: “The
destiny of a work of art should not be a museum, either

small or large, public or private. Museums seem like cemeteries
of illustrious men. Works of art should be in contact with the
daily life of people.”1 Foncerrada’s remarks included a pointed
argument against the prices of the art objects; they were so
expensive that they could only end up back in the artist’s
studio. This was regrettable, for “[t]he way to create in the
public an interest in art and to educate its taste is to put art
within its reach.”2 She concluded with a call for all artists,
including herself, “to create an atmosphere for art in Mexico.”3

The cultural discourse of post-revolutionary Mexico
emphasized the urgency of creating a national art and the
obligation of reaching a wider public, observations made by
Foncerrada.4 Her attack on museums, unexpected because at the
time there were hardly any in Mexico City, constitutes a radical
critique that acknowledged the distance between these
institutions and their public, and exposed social inequalities in
Mexico. Museums, and art itself, for that matter, were wholly
removed from the lives of ordinary people. According to
Foncerrada, the role of the artist in post-revolutionary Mexico
was to educate the masses so that they too might become
consumers of art. Her gender gives added weight to certain
statements. The description of museums as “cemeteries of
illustrious men,” perhaps trivial if written by a man, in the hands
of a woman writer became a critique of masculine cultural
domination and patriarchal values. Foncerrada’s review
implicitly carried the hope that profound social changes in class
and gender relations could be effected under the new social order.

The decade of the 1920s is typically regarded as a renaissance
in Mexican art because it witnessed the rise of the mural
movement, important innovations in the graphic arts, the
consolidation of photography as a fine arts medium, and
dramatic advances in art education.5 More often than not,
however, the extraordinary developments of this decade are
attributed to a narrow group of male artists, in particular los tres
grandes: the muralist trio of Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco,
and David Alfaro Siqueiros. Furthermore, the artistic visual
languages that arose tend to be grouped under the generalizing
rubric of “Mexican School,” giving the false impression of a
premeditated uniformity unlike the heterogeneity and extensive
formal experimentation that actually characterized the art of this
decade. Only when one takes as a point of departure a broader
vision of avant-garde art in Mexico do artists typically regarded
as minor gain greater recognition. Thus a comparative analysis of

selected works from the 1920s by a group of women artists serves
not only to enrich existing narratives but also to expand the
narrowly circumscribed canon of Mexican art, and challenges
commonly held stereotypes relating to Mexico, art, and gender.6

Among the women avant-garde artists of post-revolutionary
Mexico who engaged with modernist thought and prevailing
modes of visual production were Frida Kahlo, Lola Cueto, Tina
Modotti, Rosario Cabrera, Chabela Villaseñor, and Nahui Olin.
All rejected academic traditions and pondered through visual
means what should be the purpose of Mexican art in the post-
revolutionary moment. Their strategies included critiquing
dominant avant-garde models, experimenting with diverse
media that challenged the parameters of high art, employing
pedagogy and activism as a means to effect social and cultural
changes, and asserting the relevance of art that engaged personal
experience. Stylistically heterogeneous, their work redefines the
role of art and the artist in the post-revolutionary period.

A few months after the publication of Foncerrada’s review,
the poet Manuel Maples Arce similarly called for a renewal of
Mexican literature. In December 1921, Maples Arce posted his
belligerent manifesto, Actual No. 1, on walls in the central
districts of Mexico City.7 His battle-cry for the modernization of
the Mexican arts was inspired by Futurist manifestos and other
writings of the European avant-garde. He sought to overturn
jaded artistic conventions, such as lyric poetry and academic
art, and called for an embrace of modernity by celebrating the
city and technology. Irreverent and disruptive, the manifesto
sent Chopin to the electric chair and profaned the heroes of
Mexican Independence. 

While Foncerrada’s review and Maples Arce’s manifesto are
very different in tone and intent, both can be considered avant-
garde gestures, as described by Peter Bürger in his landmark
study Theory of the Avant-Garde. Bürger posits that the avant-
garde artist, waging a war against the institutionalization of art
by bourgeois society, seeks to merge art into life.8 Though
Bürger limits his discussion to European models, his theory is
readily applicable to post-revolutionary Mexico, which had the
economic and social conditions to harbor such a phenomenon.
The nineteenth-century feudal economy had been demolished
as a result of the Mexican Revolution (1910-20), and the country
was undergoing a process of technological, economic, and
social modernization. The mood was optimistic, as politicians,
artists, and intellectuals attempted to construct a new society
based on shared revolutionary values.

Foncerrada, for one, makes numerous references to the
Revolution, though she does not explicitly identify herself with an
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avant-garde. Her call for art to approach daily life fits within
Bürger’s definition, and her commentary on class makes clear
that in contemporary Mexican society, art belongs to the upper
strata, analogous to Bürger’s “bourgeois values.” Furthermore,
her comparison of museums to cemeteries appears to be a direct
reference to the First Futurist Manifesto, in which Marinetti wrote: 

For too long has Italy been a dealer in second-hand
clothes. We mean to free her from the numberless
museums that cover her like so many graveyards. 

Museums: cemeteries!... Identical, surely, in the sinister
promiscuity of so many bodies unknown to one another.9

Although her language and tone are more muted, like
Marinetti, Foncerrada attacks the most hallowed institution for
the exhibition of art. Her text also resonates with the First
Futurist Manifesto in terms of a similar nationalist objective:
both writers explicitly seek to propel their respective countries
into the twentieth century.

Though not directly concerned with gender or class, Maples
Arce is the more self-conscious avant-gardist. He gave Actual
No. 1 the subtitle “Avant-Garde Sheet,” and at the end included
a “Directory of the Avant-Garde,” listing more than two
hundred names of artists, writers, and intellectuals from
Europe, the United States, and Latin America. By posting his
manifesto conspicuously in urban spaces, Maples Arce adopted
a strategy of mass dissemination similar to Marinetti’s
placement of the First Futurist Manifesto on the front page of Le
Figaro in 1909. Maples Arce’s manifesto shared the wall with
popular advertisements, seeking the unity with “daily
experience” described by Bürger. With its attack on the
Mexican literary establishment, Actual No. 1 denounced the
bourgeois values of the past. 

Foncerrada and Maples Arce both hoped to impel the
transformation of Mexican culture. Their proposals reflect the two
axes that framed Mexican avant-garde art and discourse of the
1920s: a profound sense of responsibility to make art socially
relevant (Foncerrada), and the search for new, expressive
languages inspired by European models (Maples Arce).10 What is
striking is that while Maples Arce “succeeded”––his manifesto
would launch Estridentismo (Stridentism), credited with being the
first formal Mexican avant-garde movement, Foncerrada remains

shrouded in obscurity, her writings buried in old magazines and
her art completely unknown. The revolutionary nature of
Foncerrada’s proposal made her no less of an avant-gardist, yet
her writings and art work failed to bring her the transcendence
that Maples Arce’s (and those of other male artists and writers)
would garner. 

Estridentismo, which encompassed literature and art, is in many
ways emblematic of Mexican avant-garde culture of the 1920s.11

Since the visual arts were integral to its development, it is a useful
paradigm against which to read modernist visual production.12

Whereas muralism—the far better known artistic manifestation of
this decade—exhibited a clearly articulated avant-garde position,
it was subject to government sponsorship and, as such, lacked
complete freedom of expression.13 Independent avant-garde
works, such as those produced in relation to Estridentismo and
those discussed here, were wholly autonomous and not subject to
the criteria of anyone besides the artist.

Perhaps contrary to expectation, many women were active
participants in the cultural milieu of 1920s Mexico. Numerous
female students were enrolled in the Escuela Nacional de Bellas
Artes (National School of Fine Arts), particularly in the affiliated
Open Air School of Painting headed by the Mexican
impressionist Alfredo Ramos Martínez.14 First founded in 1913
and then again in 1920, this alternative center for art education
fostered an intuitive approach to painting.15 Rejecting the
academic methods of the National School of Fine Arts (formerly
the Academy of San Carlos) such as copying the Old Masters or
using detailed line drawings as the basis for painterly
compositions, the Open Air School favored a direct rapport with
the subject achieved through careful observation. By 1925, several
branches of the Open Air School had opened in Mexico City,
drawing many upper-class female students as well as children
from indigenous communities (1926; Fig. 1).16 A 1926 publication
highlighted the schools’ accomplishments and reproduced
paintings by the students, including Carolina Treviño, one of the
young women seen in the photograph (Fig. 2).17 That same year,
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Fig. 1. (left). Students of the Escuela de Pintura al Aire Libre, Coyoacán
(1926), vintage photograph.

Fig. 2. (below). Carolina Treviño as published in Monografía de las
Escuelas de Pintura al Aire Libre (1926).



exhibitions of the work created in the Open Air Schools were held
in New York, Paris, Madrid, and Berlin to great acclaim. Despite
extensive documentation of the schools’ activities, however, the
work of its students is largely unknown today.

Female artists were well represented in the schools’ student
exhibitions and received critical recognition in the press.
Although they were conspicuously absent from the major
cultural manifestation of the 1920s, muralism, they did forge close
ties with the male avant-gardists and created works that reflected
the concerns expressed by Maples Arce and Foncerrada. Still, few
of these women are known today. 

To determine why, Jean Franco might signal the pervasive
master narrative structuring Mexican history. Her 1989 book,
Plotting Women: Gender and Representation in Mexico, examines the
literary and artistic production of notable Mexican women.
“Women have long recognized the imaginary nature of the
master narrative,” she writes. “Without the power to change the
story or to enter into dialogue, they have resorted to subterfuge,
digression, disguise, or deathly interruption.”18 She discusses the
work of two women of post-revolutionary Mexico, the painter
Frida Kahlo and the writer Antonieta Rivas Mercado, concluding
that “both came up against the fact that there could be no
liberation within the symbolic order in which woman always
represented the fictional Other.”19 Although Franco considers that
the Mexican Revolution caused profound social transformations,
she still regards the post-revolutionary period as “pre-feminist”
because “feminism presupposes that women are already
participants in the public sphere of debate.”20 Franco’s assessment
notwithstanding, for some women artists, like Foncerrada, the
1920s brought a sense of hope and optimism by offering a space
for dialogue previously absent. For most of these women, the
realization that they were still in “pre-feminist” times would only
come later, as the revolutionary fervor faded, and it became

increasingly clear that the Revolution would fall far short
of impelling the radical social and political changes artists
and intellectuals had hoped for.

One of Frida Kahlo’s early paintings, Self-Portrait
with Pancho Villa and La Adelita (c. 1927; Pl. 7) is among
her only works to treat a subject of the Mexican
Revolution, and, as such, one of a few to contain explicit
social content. The artist portrays herself behind a table
in raked perspective between two faceless men. Behind
them are three paintings in angular frames: a picture of
a trapezoidal modernist building; a portrait of Pancho
Villa, the infamous revolutionary leader from Northern
Mexico;21 and “La Adelita,” the image of the group of
revolutionaries and soldaderas––the women who
accompanied them––aboard a train.22 “La Adelita” is the
title of a famous Mexican corrido, or folk ballad in
rhyming verses, about the love of a soldier for a
soldadera during the Revolution. The three paintings
provide an intriguing contrast to the foreground scene
and to each other, particularly in the juxtaposition
created by the nationalist image of the Revolution and

the internationalist modernist aesthetic suggested by the
building in the adjacent picture. Kahlo’s painting also evokes
two different social worlds, that of the politically organized
Mexican peasantry and that of the intelligentsia/bourgeoisie,
represented by Kahlo and her two companions. Adding to the
structural complexity, Kahlo employs diverse modes of visual
representation: a modernist visual language, evinced through
the strong diagonals rendering the picture frames, the distorted
angular architecture of the painting within the painting, the
table in raked perspective, and the unfinished quality of her
two male companions; a more mimetic approach to the portrait
faces (her own and Villa’s); and a simplified figurative style
reminiscent of folk painting to describe the revolutionaries
aboard the train and their environment.

In juxtaposing a scene of the Revolution with that of
contemporary figures in a social setting who perhaps muse on
the revolutionary subject but are far removed from that reality,
and by refusing to settle on a single representational mode,
Kahlo speaks to the dichotomy between formalism and social
consciousness that framed Mexican avant-garde art of the
1920s. The revolutionary subject matter and local references call
attention, not only to the political reality of the country, but also
to the incongruent and arbitrary nature of modernism in the
face of such a reality, and to the remoteness of the intellectual
elite from the Mexican peasantry. While acknowledging the
structural contradictions inherent in Mexican avant-garde art,
Kahlo’s painting also problematizes class and gender,
commenting on the role of women in post-revolutionary
Mexico.23 The artist appears in the center of the painting,
isolated and passive, in contrast to the soldaderas in the
background who mingle with the soldiers. 

A preparatory drawing (c. 1927; Fig. 3) further dramatizes
the gender differences. Here, a male central figure argues
vehemently, while the women in the foreground appear
extraneous to the conversation and are rendered tilted
sideways, as if to highlight their lack of engagement. The
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Fig. 3. Frida Kahlo, sketch for Self-Portrait with Pancho Villa and La
Adelita (c. 1927), pencil on paper, 8 1/4” x 113/8”. 



figures in the drawing have been identified as members of
Kahlo’s circle of friends, who called themselves los Cachuchas
and adopted a rebellious attitude to counter their school’s
conservative values. According to Salomon Grimberg, Kahlo’s
inclusion of la Adelita in the painting refers to the artist’s
similar position as the lone female accepted into this otherwise
all-male group.24 A related composition of watercolor and
collage known only through reproduction, Los Cachuchas (c.
1927), features the group somewhat more cohesively and also
relies on a number of modernist visual devices, such as spatial
compression, fragmentation, and a simultaneity.25 In his 2007
article, James Oles offers a contextual and biographical reading
of these three related works. While he does not problematize
the gender differences within them, he proposes that they
represent “a bold if unresolved attempt to situate Kahlo’s
clique within broader literary and artistic traditions.” Further,
given the painting’s unfinished status and that no title is
known to have been given it by the artist, he suggests that it be
called “Café de los Cachuchas.”26

Like the painting, the lost Los Cachuchas also refers to the
corrido “La Adelita.” It includes in the upper right-hand corner
the opening words of the ballad: “Si Adelita,” a detail related to
the figure underneath identified as Antonio Bustamante, author
of a poem based on the corrido.27 (The lost work also juxtaposes
popular Mexican music with contemporary rhythms, evinced by
a set of concentric circles featuring the word “JAZZ”
immediately above the reference to “La Adelita.”) In Self Portrait
with Pancho Villa and La Adelita, Kahlo references the corrido more
obliquely, through the image of the soldaderas on the train. (This
image is almost identical to one used in the Estridentista journal
Horizonte to illustrate a musical supplement with the music and
lyrics to La Adelita.28) Furthermore, both Kahlo's preparatory
drawing for Self Portrait with Pancho Villa and La Adelita and her
lost Los Cachuchas are closely related to Ramón Alva de la Canal’s
Estridentista painting El Café de Nadie (Nobody’s Café) (1930, based
on lost 1926 original; Fig. 4).29 Here, the artist adopts a cubist style
to depict a group of male artists and writers identified with
Estridentismo gathered around a table at their favorite haunt. The
work is comparable to Kahlo’s compositions in both form and
subject, though it obviously excludes women and therefore
exemplifies the gender dynamics typical of the 1920s Mexican
avant-garde.30 By inserting a commentary on gender and class in
Self-Portrait with Pancho Villa and La Adelita, Kahlo astutely reflects
on the Eurocentrist and masculinist character of the art of her
contemporaries. Through her use of modernist forms and
pointed social content, she exposes the inherent contradictions
facing the Mexican avant-garde. Though herself an artist and
writer, 31 as a woman she acknowledges her outsider status in the
cultural debates of the post-revolutionary period.

Mexico City in the 1920s was a center for philosophical
debates, strategic friendships, and myriad forms of artistic
activity. Muralism asserted its presence in the capital as a major
aesthetic force, as did Estridentismo. Though both of these
artistic movements were heavily sexist, a few women
participated in the activities of the Estridentistas, in particular,
Lola Cueto and Tina Modotti. Estridentismo was characterized
by its cult of technology, and in their employment of

mechanical media—for Cueto the sewing machine, and for
Modotti the camera—these women made both significant
contributions to and pointed critiques of its aesthetics.

Dolores Velásquez Cueto (1897-1978), known as Lola, was a
committed teacher and an accomplished artist, who, along
with her husband the Estridentista sculptor Germán Cueto,
provided a locus for the artistic community in their home at
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Fig. 4. Ramón Alva de la Canal, El Café de Nadie (1930; first version,
1926), oil on canvas, 30 3/4” x 25 1/4”.

Fig. 5. Lola Cueto, Untitled trapestry (c. 1925), medium and dimensions
unknown.



Mixcalco no. 12.32 The Cuetos rented rooms to artists, including
the recently arrived French émigré Jean Charlot. Diego Rivera
was their next-door neighbor. Lola Cueto was as gifted as she was
unconventional. The only woman enrolled in the art academy in
the teens, she studied decorative painting and sculpture,
demonstrating her early interest in European-style painting and
Mexican crafts. In the 1920s, however, she abandoned painting
altogether and immersed herself in the gendered medium of
textile production, creating tapestries—which she baptized
Tapices D.V.C. (D.V.C. Tapestries) after her initials—using a special
technique that she herself developed. Cueto modernized the
labor-intensive process of tapestry weaving by utilizing a Cornelli
embroidery machine to elaborate her intricate designs.33 Her
exuberant textiles explored abstraction in relation to the
decorative and to Pre-Columbian motifs. These unique works
reconciled contemporary technology with the folkloric. Through
their medium and subject matter, the Tapices D.V.C. proposed a
new form of avant-garde art, grounded in centuries of craft
traditions yet employing modern technologies. They also
presented abstraction as an autochthonous element of Mexican
art.

The Estridentista poet Germán List Arzubide extolled Lola
Cueto’s new medium for reconsidering the decorative arts and
opposing easel painting, which, he wrote, “did not satisfy
more than a select few.”34 Her tapestries, on the other hand,
could permit a wider populace to be in constant contact with
beauty, thereby enriching their lives. Her designs, such as
Fuente (Fountain) (c. 1925; Pl. 8), were regularly featured in the
journal he edited, Horizonte.35 Edward Weston, a friend of the
Cuetos, also lavished praised on Cueto’s tapestries in a diary
entry from January 1924:

Last night to visit Señor y Señora Cueto,—chocolate as
usual. On the walls were many paintings—her older
work. They were—well, not very good, but her present
work—how much more vital and important! Brilliantly
executed rugs, painted gourds, experiments in other
crafts, all very Mexican, very personal. One carpet of an
intense green and red vibrated so violently as to actually
dizzy me. I could hardly look at it.36

Both these descriptions of the tapestries reflect how Cueto’s
unique creations became integrated within the two axes of the
Mexican avant-garde. Whereas the poet extolled the tapestries’
populist appeal and social consciousness, Weston’s account of
their dizzying effects emphasizes their formalist modernism,
which signaled a sensory dynamism related to the experience of
the modern city, as described by Estridentista discourse, more so
than the associations of a “timeless” craft medium. An untitled
piece by Cueto (c. 1925; Fig. 5) demonstrates formal affinities
with Weston’s Mexican Toys (1925), which features three fish
gourds of a very similar nature. While Weston has arranged the
gourds to highlight their volume in space, Cueto flattens the

16 WOMAN’S ART JOURNAL 

Fig. 6. Tina Modotti, Telegraph Wires (c. 1925), platinum print, 10” x 8”.

Fig. 7. Tina Modotti, Workers’ Parade (1926), platinum print, 8 1/2 x 7 1/2”.



fish forms, emphasizing their abstract and decorative qualities.37

The Tapices D.V.C. were presented with great success in
Paris, where the Cuetos moved in 1926. The following year,
Lola Cueto held a major exhibition at the Galerie Renaissance,
in which a small selection of painted ceramic masks by her
husband was eclipsed by her intricate and arresting designs.38

Her success in Paris led to exhibitions in Barcelona and in
Holland, as well as special attention in the French art journal
L’Art Vivant, which published an article on the Mexican
Renaissance in 1928. Here, Lola Cueto was featured more
prominently than any other Mexican artist.39 With such
recognition during her lifetime, and though she remained
involved in activities that kept challenging high art’s elitism,
Lola Cueto’s role in the history of Mexican art has been
seriously neglected.40 She eventually became a highly regarded
puppeteer, who used puppet theatre as a pedagogical tool and
as a means of reaching the masses.41

Cueto’s close friend Tina Modotti (1896-1942) also
participated in the activities of the Estridentistas.42 She acted in
the Teatro Mexicano del Murciélago (Mexican Theater of the Bat),
written by Luis Quintanilla, a poet closely associated with the
movement; contributed photographs to their publications; and
collaborated on a book project. Telegraph Wires (c. 1925; Fig. 6) is
commonly seen as Modotti’s quintessential Estridentista image
for the way that it melds modernist form and content.
Curiously, however, when it appeared in the May 1926 issue of
the Estridentista journal Horizonte, the photograph illustrated an
article on the eight-hour workday.43 Written in honor of May

Day, it was meant to incite workers to read books that would
address their plight and honor their efforts. The context hints at
Modotti’s social concerns and provides another level of
meaning for the image: the telegraph wires as markers of
progress, which promised to connect the points in the vast
geography of Mexico. In this respect, it is not too far removed
from her Workers’ Parade (1926; Fig. 7), published in Horizonte
later that year, which depicts a mass of men metonymically,
through their sombreros.44 The repeating circular shapes and
raked perspective demonstrated the artist’s interest in
modernist formal devices, uniting the two axes of Mexican
avant-garde art. 

Much of Modotti’s work of the late 1920s melds modernist
forms with more explicit social commentary, such as the images
intended for Germán List Arzubide’s El Canto de los Hombres
(The Song of Men), which, unfortunately, could not be
published because of extenuating circumstances.45 List
Arzubide described his intentions to Modotti: 

I told her…that [the book] consisted of what men have
said, or thought, or felt. For example, a miner at the
bottom of a mine who was thinking that out there, the
sun was shining and people were enjoying themselves,
and there he was in that terrible night of a mine. Or the
thoughts of a bricklayer who was making those
cathedrals, especially those gigantic buildings in New
York or Chicago. She really liked all of those things
written in a bit of a poetic kind of prose, and she said,
“we can do this book with my photographs.”46

Tank No. 1 (1927; Fig. 8) offers intriguing affinities with Actual
No. 1, though it is unknown whether the similarities are
intentional. In the manifesto, a photograph of its author, Maples
Arce, appears under a large “No. 1.” Similarly, the photograph
depicts a manual laborer who is dwarfed by a huge tank with a
giant “No. 1” painted on its surface. Maples Arce’s text serves to
create a cult of personality around himself, whereas Modotti’s
image emphasizes the anonymous worker, thereby implicitly
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Fig. 8. Tina Modotti, Tank No. 1 (1927), gelatin silver print,  9 5/8” x 8 5/8”.

Fig. 9. Rosario Cabrera, Portrait of a Boy, (c. 1921), oil on canvas, 
12 3/4” x 10 5/8”.



critiquing the poet’s individualism. Indeed, the contributions of
Cueto and Modotti to the Estridentista movement served as
significant commentaries on modernity in contemporary
Mexican art. Although both artists used technology, as
championed by Estridentismo, Cueto fused modernity and
tradition, employing a traditionally gendered medium, while
Modotti acknowledged the importance of class in articulating an
avant-garde visual language. 

Other strategies used by women to forge a space in the
cultural discourse of the 1920s were pedagogy and activism, as
practiced, for example, by Rosario Cabrera (1901-75) and Isabel
(Chabela) Villaseñor (1909-53). These artists sought to balance
the development of individual artistic languages with their
commitment to art as a collective and socially conscious activity. 

One of the rising stars of the School of Fine Arts in the early
1920s, Rosario Cabrera held her first solo show in Mexico City
in 1921, simultaneous with the student group exhibition
discussed by Foncerrada above.47 While it was unusual for an
artist so young (and female, at that) to have an individual
exhibition, she was prodigiously talented and her paintings did
not much resemble the work of her contemporaries. Her
classmates focused on landscape and the representation of
national types and their work developed formal similarities,
while Cabrera experimented with the genre of portraiture
through an array of styles. Although her Portrait of a Boy (c.
1921; Fig. 9) reveals her roots in Impressionism, a style
championed by her teacher Alfredo Ramos Martínez, the work
shows dramatic departures from this French visual language.
With forms rendered through broad brushstrokes, significant
portions of the canvas left blank, and her use of non-naturalistic
colors to describe the contours of the boy’s face, it is more akin
to Post-Impressionism and Fauvism. Other portraits of the
period evince striking stylistic variations, ranging from
dramatic expressionistic lines to more static impastos. Portrait of
Nahui Olin (c.1921; Pl. 9) (an artist discussed below) conveys a
sense of inner turmoil similarly found in a well-known
photograph of the subject by Edward Weston. In the painting,
the sitter’s features emerge through what seems to be excessive

make-up, challenging conventions of female beauty, while the
eyes hint at her complex personality. Discussing this work,
Cabrera noted, “I stylized her in my manner, wanting to convey
the character and spirit of the model more than the exactness of
the line.”48

The artist’s formal experimentation continued, leading to
her refusal to develop a single style. In a review of a 1926
exhibition at the Bernheim gallery in Paris, Marcelle Auclair
wrote, “Critics and visitors to the exhibition will be
disconcerted….Each one of Rosario Cabrera’s paintings sets
forth a new problem that is resolved in an unexpected manner.
Each time, the conclusions that we had formed about her
personality have to be reconstructed.”49 Five years earlier, in her
Mexican exhibition, her free style was associated with a
rebellious nature: “In Rosario Cabrera, everything is strong and
virile, the style, the technique, the color scheme, and above all,
her concept of art.”50 The artist herself noted that she “often
incurred the disapproval of her teachers for her lack of
discipline and for her insistence on doing things ‘[her] way.’”51

The indomitable spirit Cabrera demonstrated in paint spilled
over into her life through her activities as a teacher and activist.

In Portrait of Fernando Leal (c. 1922; Pl. 10), Cabrera
mordantly depicts a fellow painter in an expressionistic
manner. Leal would become one of the first artists to participate
in the Mexican mural movement and a founding member of the
avant-garde ¡30-30! group (named after a rifle employed during
the Mexican Revolution), which Cabrera joined in 1928.52

Formed to protest the appointment of a new director at the
National School of Fine Arts, which would threaten the future
of the Open Air Schools of Painting and other centers of
alternative art instruction, the members of ¡30-30! distributed a
number of belligerent manifestos against the avatars of official
culture, championed the art of the broadsheet, and
experimented with new venues (such as a circus tent) for
exhibiting their work. They also strongly supported the work
of women artists, going so far as to offer an explanation for
“female superiority” among the students of the Open Air
Schools.53 Like Cabrera, most of these artists were teachers in
the alternative art schools in and around Mexico City. With the
shared goal of taking art to rural communities throughout
Mexico, their avant-garde strategies came not only from their
art making but from their pedagogical activities. As director of
two Open Air Schools, Cabrera exhibited a deep social
commitment to making art accessible to all sectors of the
population (c. 1930; Fig. 10). In 1928, she stopped painting
altogether, though she remained an active teacher. One may
speculate that it was the impossibility of reconciling the search
for stylistic individuality to her commitment for collective
action that led her to choose the more socially conscious path.

Chabela Villaseñor, who also participated in the activities of
¡30-30!, was heavily invested in alternative forms of art
education, having learned techniques of printmaking at a
center for popular instruction directed by her future husband
and ¡30-30! leader Gabriel Fernández Ledesma.54 Her woodcuts,
rendered in a naïve manner, tended to portray female subjects
in intimate settings, large, solid women often associated with
camaraderie or maternity (c. 1928; Fig. 11) and domestic
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Fig. 10. Rosario Cabrera with art students in Tonantzintla, Mexico
(c. 1930), vintage photograph.



activities. One of her most intriguing
images, a still-life of irons (c. 1928; Fig.
12), contrasts household appliances
with a woven straw mat in the
background, thereby juxtaposing
imported manufactured products
with something typically Mexican and
handmade. By its choice of theme and
the “low” associations of the medium,
the print would seem to relate to
Carmen Foncerrada’s call for artists to
make work to which the public could
relate. In fact, this and other woodcuts
by Villaseñor were included in a
widely distributed civic calendar from
1930 that illustrated each day with a
print by a different artist. 

Villaseñor's La muerte de la güera
Chabela (The Death of Chabela the
Blonde) (1929) comments on gender
relations in Mexico.55 The print shows a reclining woman with a
group of people behind her looking on and one man covering
his face. In the artist’s own hand are the lines, “Chabela the
blonde said/ while she agonized/ “Be careful girls/ don’t
cuckold them,”56 words belonging to the tradition of the corrido.
The print is interesting for the objectification of its main subject,
who is splayed in the foreground, breasts and hips accentuated.
The song lyrics tell the story of Chabela’s murder at the hands
of her jealous boyfriend Jesús Cadena, presumably the man in
the foreground. The popular tone of the image as well as the
theme of violence recall the prints of José Guadalupe Posada
and evince Villaseñor’s desire to blur the boundaries between
popular and high art; the subject constitutes a critique, not only
of violence against women bur also their objectification. This
particular image also surpassed the boundaries of the printed
page. In 1931, Villaseñor presented it in a performance in which
she sang the lyrics and held out the print while three actors
played out the dramatic story. Indeed, she maintained a
lifelong interest in Mexican musical traditions, compiling and
illustrating over one hundred popular songs (c. 1928; Fig. 13).57

Villaseñor also experimented with painting, and in 1929, she
collaborated with Alfredo Zalce in executing a mural in colored
cement on the outside of a school building in the town of
Ayotla, Tlaxcala, where both taught art. The mural, praised by
Diego Rivera, was one of the first in Mexico painted by a
woman.58 No longer extant, it portrayed peasants involved in
daily activities, such as women washing and men tending
sheep.59 Such a work belongs to an untold history of muralism,
which integrates artistic collaborations, destroyed murals, and
the role of gender and class into the larger, more familiar
masculinist narrative.60

One of the most daring women of 1920s Mexico was Nahui
Olin (1893-1978), born Carmen Mondragón.61 Flouting social
convention and freely exhibiting her body, she used
transgression, as described by Franco, as an avant-garde tactic to
call attention to herself and her art. Her striking looks––blonde
hair and light green eyes––inspired many artists, among them

Dr. Atl (her lover during the early 1920s) and Diego Rivera.
Nahui Olin experimented with different strategies of
representation, ranging from a hermetic avant-garde visual and
verbal language to naïvely rendered caricatures to various forms
of self-portraiture. Her work of the early 1920s shares affinities
with the poems and illustrated books of the Estridentistas.
Metaphysical Landscape (1922; Fig. 14), a woodcut, for example,
juxtaposes several angular planes and courts pure abstraction in
a composition that anticipates Jean Charlot’s modernist prints
for URBE (1924), a book of poetry by Manuel Maples Arce.62

Nahui Olin herself wrote several books of avant-garde poetry,
including Óptica Cerebral, poemas dinámicos (Cerebral Optics,
Dynamic Poems) (1922) and Calinement, je suis dedans (Tenderly, I
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Fig. 11. Chabela Villaseñor, Mother and Child
(c. 1928), woodcut, 7 1/2” x 6 1/2”.

Fig. 12. Chabela Villaseñor, Irons
(c. 1928), woodcut, 8” x 6 1/4”.

Fig. 13. Chabela Villaseñor, Guitarrist (c. 1928),  woodcut, 12 1/2” x 9 1/2”.



Am Inside) (1923), written in
French. Illustrated by Dr. Atl,
like other Estridentista books,
these featured modernist
covers and experimental
typography. 

Nahui Olin’s simultaneous
adoption of a naïve style more
reminiscent of folk art than
European modernism, seen in
an undated painted self-
portrait (c. 1920s; Pl. 11), is
indicative of the disconcerting
juxtapositions evinced in
Mexican avant-garde art. The
extravagant eyes belie the
innocence of the unschooled
forms. Both this and a small

woodcut self-portrait (c. 1922; Fig. 15), perhaps her most radical
work of the early 1920s, transgress accepted notions of beauty.
Here, the artist uses harsh lines that scar her neck and half her
face, while leaving the other half blank. Given her famously
striking eyes, an absent eye becomes the print’s most
disturbing aspect.

While it might be tempting to attribute a biographical
reading to this image, connecting it to Nahui Olin’s turbulent
relationship to Dr. Atl, other similarly “ugly” portraits of the
artist would negate such an interpretation. The photograph of
her by Edward Weston and a portrait by Jean Charlot (both
1924) are decidedly unattractive, portraying traits similar to
those found in Cabrera’s portrait of the artist discussed earlier.
Except for her trademark green eyes, she is virtually
unrecognizable in Charlot’s drawing. Little is known about the
conditions under which these specific images were created, but
their mutual resonances indicate a sophisticated dialogue on
beauty among these artists.63 Nahui Olin’s constructed persona,
oscillating between the femme fatale and the misunderstood,

alienated woman, along with her deeply personal artistic
language paved the way for women artists of the next
generation, such as Frida Kahlo and María Izquierdo, who did
not always feel compelled to integrate the social or the political
into their work. 

In their lives and their work these artists demonstrated strate-
gies that women used to distinguish themselves in post-revolu-
tionary Mexico and to contribute to its inherently contradictory
though endlessly fascinating avant-garde. Fostering formal
experimentation while attempting to make their art inclusive to
a wide audience, they adopted similar goals to those of their
male counterparts. While working either in collaboration or in
critical dialogue with them, however, these women showed that
gender was an integral and often overlooked aspect in achieving
such objectives. Lacking a unifying style or medium, their work
illustrates their diversity and plurality and counters stereotypes
about the uniformity of the so-called “Mexican School” and sim-
plistic interpretations of Mexican art in general. Their works
reveal the richness and vibrancy of Mexican culture in the 1920s
and demonstrate the need to amend the limited masculinist nar-
rative of post-revolutionary Mexican art to give credit to the
numerous overlooked artists—female and male—who con-
tributed to its complexity. •

Tatiana Flores is Assistant Professor in the Department of Art
History and the Department of Latino and Hispanic Caribbean
Studies at Rutgers University. She is completing a book on
Estridentismo and the visual arts.
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What happened?”1 asked critic Anna Banaschewski,
referring to the artist Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler in the
leftist German art journal Der Kreis (The Circle) in

1929, the year that the thirty-year-old artist first landed in a
mental hospital. Banaschewski asserted that the painter
“showed such varied talent early on…[although] weighed down
with as many artistic as personal problems,” and ultimately
concluded that “what was only hinted at in her earlier work has
been liberated.”2 Although marked by her great personal
turmoil, this period was the most critically acclaimed of Lohse-
Wächtler’s career. 

Even as other female painters in expressionist circles have
risen to relative prominence in recent decades, Elfriede Lohse-
Wächtler (1899-1940) has received little attention in the
scholarly writing surrounding Weimar Germany's artistic
output. Socially and stylistically she was associated with
canonical male artists of the early twentieth century such as
Otto Dix, and the male-dominated avant-garde artistic milieu
of Hamburg and Dresden. Yet her prolific body of work has
been largely absorbed into the academic narratives of her
peers, emerging only in anecdotes and footnotes.3

The historical dismissal of Lohse-Wächtler ’s oeuvre is
unfortunate, given its contrast to those of her male
contemporaries. Much of the art and popular iconography of
the period is notable for its inherent misogyny: Rudolf
Schlichter and George Grosz, for example, are known for their
grimly imaginative representations of Lustmord, or sexual
murder; films such as Die Freudlose Gasse (Joyless Streets)
(1925) and Vom Leben Getötet (Life in Death) (1927) reflected the
popular perception that prostitution naturally befell women
who displayed too great a sense of independence; and
sexologist Otto Weininger's magnum opus, Geschlecht und
Charakter (Sex and Character) (1903), proposed that all women
inherently fell into the dichotomous categories of “mothers” or
“whores.”4

Given the propensity of such degrading images in Weimar
culture, it seems unlikely that a woman artist would choose to
represent superficially similar subject matter. Like Grosz and
Dix, however, Lohse-Wächtler displayed a marked interest in
the representation of prostitutes during her brief but
influential career. Her 1931 painting, Lissy ( 1931; Pl. 12) in
particular has been described as contrasting with the
purported antifeminism that characterizes images of female
sex workers by her male contemporaries.5 Appropriating the
direct gaze, which typically implicates the viewer as client,
Lohse-Wächtler deliberately subverts the misogyny inherent

to most pictures of prostitution created in the Weimar years.
Apart from the autobiographical significance I believe this
painting held for the artist, its formal aspects imbue it with
unique feminist significance. Lissy demonstrates the artist’s
sympathetic relationship with her disenfranchised subjects,
and ultimately suggests a more empowering discourse for
Weimar prostitution.

Lohse-Wächtler painted Lissy near the end of her career but at
the height of her most prolific period of production. In this
watercolor, a female prostitute dominates the composition,
staring boldly at the viewer. Heavily made-up, perhaps in an
attempt to hide her visible wrinkles, and wearing a form-fitting
red dress, one hand rests assertively on her hip and the other
holds a cigarette, typically a sign of the New Woman. She seems
oblivious to the men sitting behind her; their disregard for her
presence is mutual, and they exhibit neither desire nor disgust.
As has been noted, Lohse-Wächtler at this time consistently used
a tensely contrasting color scheme—here deep blues and garish
reds—to evoke unease.6 The review of a 1929 exhibition of the
artist’s new watercolors and oil paintings at the Stadtbundclub
Hamburger Frauenvereine (Hamburg Women’s Club), for example,
described a connection between the formal and spiritual facets of
her work, asserting that “the great interior tension, the clear
optical impression, the composition and [coloring] make these
works of quality and leave us with much to hope for from this
young artist.”7 The bright hues in which the subject of Lissy is
represented further differentiate the sex worker from her male
companions, who are painted in dark blues, violets, and shades
of black to the point that they are barely recognizable as human.
Her mere presence in their company is striking in an era during
which women were expected to avoid such places of ill repute,
and her blatant lack of shame in dismissing such conventions
creates a powerful statement. The independence Lissy displays
resonated with Lohse-Wächtler because of her experiences as a
female artist in a predominately male, often misogynist milieu. 

Born in 1899, Elfriede Wächtler was the oldest child of a
comfortably middle-class family in Dresden.8 She displayed
artistic ability as a child, and was encouraged by her parents to
pursue a career in costume design, a lucrative field at the time. In
1915, at the age of sixteen, she entered the Dresden School of
Applied Art to begin her education. However, she soon shifted to
painting, her real interest. Eager for control over her life, she
moved into her own apartment at age seventeen. Afterward, she
reconciled with her parents and brother but would continue to
experience conflict with her father throughout her life.9

In Dresden, Lohse-Wächtler lived alone for several years—

ELFRIEDE LOHSE-WÄCHTLER
A Feminist View of Weimar Culture
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an unusual decision for a young, unmarried woman—
devoting herself to artistic practice and struggling to gain
professional recognition. Soon after meeting the expressionist
painter Conrad Felixmüller, they began sharing an
apartment.10 He published a woodcut portrait of her, as he had
done for other colleagues and friends, in a 1917 issue of Die

Aktion (Action), the weekly journal of radical politics.11

Felixmüller encouraged Lohse-Wächtler to produce work in
the style of the newly-formed Dresdener Neuen Sezession Gruppe
1919 (New Dresden Secession Group 1919), which he
developed to discuss and promote both socialist ideals and
artistic experimentation. For two years the two artists shared
what fellow Secession member Otto Griebel described as a great
living and working space, where the words "Art is Absolution"
written largely on one of their walls, aptly summarized Lohse-
Wächtler's political and artistic ideology.12 Griebel was equally
supportive of her art, and several decades later he completed an
unpublished manuscript on the artist and her work, entitled
Erinnerungen an Laus (Frieda Wächtler) (Memories of Laus). In it
he praised the quantity and quality of her work, reminiscing that
also “on the walls [of the apartment shared with Felixmüller]
hung all kinds of works by Lohse-Wächtler…which were very
beautiful and representative of her main areas of
concentration.”13

Fig. 1. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Princess with her Following in a Ship on
the Nile (c. 1920), batik. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation,
Hamburg.

Fig. 2. Anonymous, Elfriede Wächtler on a chaise lounge at 7 Rietschel
Street (1919), photograph. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler
Foundation, Hamburg.

Fig. 3 Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Maria (Bohemian Madonna) (1918),
lithographic drawing and watercolor, 5 7/8” x 3 7/8”. Courtesy Elfriede
Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.



In 1918, Felixmüller and Griebel introduced Lohse-Wächtler
to the Dresden-based Spartakusbund (Spartakus Group), which
then was central to the leftist movement in Germany, and
included such members as Otto Dix. Exposure to the radical
group perhaps encouraged Lohse-Wächtler ’s own
nonconformist lifestyle. Further alienating her father, who
despised her social circle, she cut her hair into a short bob,
dressed in Russian blouses, and smoked a pipe. With the
encouragement of her male associates, she started to produce
batiks (1920; Fig. 1) and other craft-based works to sell in order to
support her painting.14 It is interesting to consider her production
of such works, which would have had overt connotations with
femininity, in light of the fact that the male artists in her circle
supported their artistic careers by other means.

The particular social strategies Lohse-Wächtler adopted
enabled her to self-identify as a member of an artistic,
bohemian circle, thus providing a clear public signifier of her
aspirations. Adopting gestures such as dressing in men’s
clothing, smoking, and socializing exclusively with men, she
separated herself from her identity as a woman, and, perhaps,
enabled herself to be taken more seriously in an artistic circle
occupied entirely by men. As her relationship with the
Dresden art scene developed, she adopted the name
“Nikolaus,” which—coupled with her tendency to sign works
with only her initials or last name—would have obscured her
gender to those who purchased her artworks.15

These gestures may be interpreted in a number of ways: as a
complete rejection of femininity or, alternately, as the sort of
move a contemporary reader might characterize as queering, in
which traditional socio-cultural boundaries and assumptions
regarding gender are challenged and, ultimately, subverted. The
latter interpretation is supported by a 1919 photograph of the
artist lying on a chaise lounge (1919; Fig. 2). Lohse-Wächtler
reclines naked on a couch in the apartment she shared with
Felixmüller. Her hair is bobbed, and she is smoking a cigarette,
like her later subject in Lissy. Also similarly, the pose is seductive
in a way that seems intentional, and the way she holds a
cigarette with her mouth alone seems an almost phallic
positioning. Surrounding her in the photograph is art of her
own creation; in particular, an expressionist painting hanging
behind her evokes the work of her male friends. Situating
herself in a feminine pose among works that were considered
masculine in genre may have served as a subtle means for
Wächtler to assert and satirize her position as a woman within
the artistic circle to which she belonged.16

In the same year this photograph of Wächtler was taken, her
work began to receive significant critical attention. A lithograph
from 1918 entitled Maria (Bohemian Madonna) (Fig. 3) was
published in the journal Konstanz 1920 (Constancy 1920), with
Griebel’s assistance. Other works of these years drew inspiration
from the symbolist movement of prior decades, such as Death and
the Sinner (1918; Fig. 4), in which a curvaceous nude reclining on a
luxurious bed is embraced by the skeletal figure of Death. The
image evokes the late-nineteenth century revival of historically
Northern associations between woman and Original Sin found in
works such as Franz von Stuck’s Sin (1893), which was reprinted
widely in the first decades of the twentieth century, and Max

Klinger’s Eve and the Future (1879–80) cycle of prints depicting
the Original Sin narrative.17 Subjects with similar overtones of
sexuality or chastity, including Salome and the Virgin Mary (1916;
Fig. 5), recur in Lohse-Wächtler’s oeuvre and may be interpreted
as an exploration of both the implications and consequences of
female sexuality. The heavily allegorical associations often
implicit in such subjects created by well-known contemporary
German artists clearly had an impact on the young artist’s
production and made a residual contribution to her own later
images of women. Lissy may be seen as an attempt to refute the
narrow, moralizing interpretation of womanhood which
characterized such popular images by presenting a multifarious
and complex vision of feminine sexuality.

In 1919, Dix introduced Lohse-Wächtler to Kurt Lohse, an
occasional artist and singer. The two quickly became
entrenched in a relationship that was intimate yet stormy.
Lohse-Wächtler moved into Lohse’s apartment on Zeughaus
Street, and in 1920, they married. Although at the time most
husbands provided financially for their wives, Lohse’s acting
and singing jobs were never quite enough to make ends meet,
and his wife was forced to provide a majority of the couple’s
income through the sale of her portraits and other paintings.
Their relationship, which was troubled from the start, became
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Fig. 4. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Death and the Sinner (1918),
lithographic drawing and watercolor, 7 3/8” x 5 1/4”. Courtesy Elfriede
Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.
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increasingly tumultuous and they began to live apart, “to
allow greater freedoms for each.”18

In 1927, Lohse began what became a long-lasting affair with
another woman (which eventually produced three children),
giving as his reason a desire for what he described as a “total
woman.”19 While initially he was drawn to his wife because of
her nontraditional, bohemian appearance and behavior, Lohse
later found himself searching for a woman who was more
feminine. Additionally, Lohse-Wächtler was finding increasing
success as an artist; in 1927, Hamburg’s Museum for Art and
Craft purchased a lithograph and she participated in a number
of exhibitions.20 This success perhaps fueled Lohse’s search for
a more passive partner, and most of the couple’s artist friends
took his side, essentially abandoning Lohse-Wächtler. 

A comparison of two depictions of the same subject
illuminates ways in which her marital turmoil may have
influenced Lohse-Wächtler’s creation of Lissy. A watercolor,
Lovers (1922-23; Pl. 13), created shortly after her marriage,

depicts an apathetic woman passively accepting the advances
of a male lover. Autobiographical references such as the
figure’s bobbed hair and the canvas and paintbrushes depicted
on the table may relate to artist’s discomfort with the
conventions of marriage.21 A later painting of the same title
(1930; Pl. 14) demonstrates the notably assertive tone which
came to characterize her later works, as an androgynous nude
woman dominates the canvas while being groped by a lover.
This man, grotesquely exaggerated, with abject blue and
purple features, is reminiscent of the male figures in Lissy. In
contrast with the benign displeasure of the earlier scene, the
later image, in which the woman turns away and the man
stares blankly, is more evocative of an assault or rape than the
embrace of two lovers.

The resonance of these two paintings with the events in
Lohse-Wächtler ’s own marriage demonstrates how the
dissolution of her personal life impacted her shifting
representations of sexuality and gendered relationships. Her
repetition of this subject also allows for consideration of Lissy
in terms of Lohse-Wächtler’s biography and emotional state at
the time, as it has, in fact, been suggested that that the painting
may be a self-portrait.22 This interpretation clearly insinuates
some interaction with the prostitutes who frequented the
streets of Dresden and Hamburg during these years, as well as
some degree of identification with these troubled female
victims.

In early 1929, Lohse-Wächtler suffered a nervous
breakdown and spent approximately two months in a mental
institution, where it was suggested that she might suffer from
schizophrenia. After returning to Hamburg, her mental health
continued to decline, so that in describing behavior he
witnessed at the opening of an exhibition of her works with
the Hamburg Secession, Lohse-Wächtler’s younger brother,
Herbert, asserted that “[s]he couldn’t speak reasonably to
people and her mind was no longer clear.”23

As economic conditions in Germany declined and Lohse-
Wächtler experienced increasing difficulty selling her works,
she began to frequent Hamburg’s red light district. Although
she lived in poverty, on streets and in train stations, she
continued to produce numerous watercolors and drawings.
The figures she encountered became her exclusive subjects:
prostitutes, the homeless, and the mentally ill, all of whom
would easily have elicited her sympathy and empathy (1930;
Fig. 6 and Pl. 15) Her brother and friends such as Dada artist
Johannes Baader likely assisted in the marketing and sale of
her work at this time. 24 These pictures are considered among
her best and most mature, and she was invited to exhibit them
widely.25

Lissy, created during this time of critical acclaim and
personal turmoil, demonstrates the direction her work had
taken. The subject combined Lohse-Wächtler ’s interest in
representing the urban environment with her growing
sympathy for disenfranchised women, the result of her
encounters in Hamburg’s many impoverished neighborhoods.
The body of the prostitute is turned away though her head is
turned toward the viewer and she gazes directly out. She
smokes a cigarette, a practice which had become both

Fig. 5. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Virgin and Child (1916), lithographic
drawing and watercolor, 5 7/8” x 3 1/2”. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-
Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.



fashionable and indicative of women’s liberation in the years
since the 1919 photograph of the artist. Lissy unapologetically
asserts her female sexuality through her dress, makeup, dyed
hair, and provocative pose. In contrast, her facial features are
characterized by the arresting, garish androgyny also found in
her autobiographical 1930s Lovers painting. Although much of
the image deals overtly with sexuality as commodity, the work
itself is not discernibly erotic due to such ambiguity as well as
a palpable attitude of indifference among the figures. Such
elements differentiate Lissy from the popular tendency toward
objectification and symbolization of prostitutes evident in the
works of Dix, Schlichter, and others, as well as in Weimar
popular culture. Her heavy makeup and wary look instead
evoke compassion, reminding the viewer that sex is a means of
survival rather than a source of pleasure for such women,
often less a choice than a last resort. 

The sensitivity of this representation seems closely related
to Lohse-Wächtler’s personal situation. Having endured the
same living conditions as women like Lissy decidedly would
have blurred the degree of separation which characterizes
other contemporary representations of prostitutes.
Additionally, the prostitute would have served as an especially
rich subject for the interrogation of femininity and sexuality in
which Lohse-Wächtler had expressed interest in previous
works, such as Death and the Sinner. Both images demonstrate
troubled relationships with womanhood, as the sexualized
female in the earlier work is confronted with death, and the
later one with the grotesque male subjects behind her. The two
women, as well, remain impervious to situations meant to
castigate femininity. These bold representations of gender
would have resonated for Lohse-Wächtler, who had, herself,
repeatedly encountered and defied the consequences of
dissenting from conventional womanhood.

Perhaps most notably, by meeting the viewer's gaze directly,
Lissy represents prostitution while avoiding the abjection and
misogyny characteristic of works by canonical male
expressionist and Neue Sachlichkeit painters. Although the image
of a sex worker directly engaging the viewer, or, implicitly, the
client, has considerable historical precedent—Manet’s iconic
Olympia, for example, or the work which inspired it, Titian’s
Venus of Urbino—Lohse-Wächtler dramatically shifts the power
relations implicit in the act of viewing through the homosocial
relationship between artist and subject. 

Although Lissy is portrayed in a public setting, there is some
indication that she has been caught in a private moment. Sex
clearly is her occupation, yet she does not address the viewer as
a client, instead turning as if she has just become aware of an
outside presence. This dynamic may connect to Lohse-
Wächtler’s encounters with the disenfranchised women who
lived and worked on the streets of Hamburg, and, as Weimar
crime writers Ernst Engelbrecht and Leo Heller asserted,
consistently gathered “either alone or in herds…on one or
another corner.”26 Such a reaction easily could have been similar
to that with which such women greeted a female artist —
characterized by identification and guardedness rather than
sexual exchange or self-presentation. Unaccustomed to
interacting with women other than fellow sex workers, the

prostitutes Lohse-Wächtler encountered may have been
uncertain of her intentions, of how to interpret her benign
presence in their seedy milieu. Additionally, the disjuncture
between the act of portraiture—historically connected with
reverence and respectability—and the low regard prostitutes
encountered in Weimar culture likely would have aroused
suspicion about an artist interested in painting them. Such
unique nuances enabled Lohse-Wächtler to create works such as
Lissy, which countered the popular perception of prostitutes. 

Otto Dix, in works like Three Women (1926), clearly
demonstrated the objectification implicit in widely circulated
Weimar iconography. Dix is quoted as having stated of his
practice that “all art is mastery.” 27 This inflammatory yet apt
summation describes Dix's painting, in which three prostitutes
are objectified through a Nietzschean equation between creation
and maternity, destruction and female sexuality. Only one meets
the viewer’s gaze, appearing to do so in an awkward, deliberate
attempt at provocation implicating the viewer as the potential
customer in this sexual exchange. As well, Rudolf Schlichter's
Margot portrays a prostitute facing the viewer while smoking,
represented in a way that is neither idealized nor abject.
Although the work lacks the overt misogyny of the graphic
images of rape and murder for which Schlichter is noted,
signifiers of an "emancipated" woman, including a tailored
shirtwaist blouse and closely cropped hair reflect the popular
notion that prostitution was the natural fate of independent
women and associate such figures with promiscuity.28 Taken
together, these contextual factors problematize a potentially
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Fig. 6. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Café Scene (1930), watercolor, 28 3/4” x
20 1/8”. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.
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feminist interpretation. How might the sort of subject-viewer
relationship found in Three Women and Margot function if
sexuality were not its primary function? Much has been written
in past decades on the implicit objectification of the gaze as a
theoretical construction and formal device; could it, instead,
evoke empathy rather than denigrate?29

The writing of Vienna School theorist Alois Riegl may be
useful in interpreting Lissy and differentiating it from similar
works by Lohse-Wächtler’s contemporaries. Although it is
improbable that the artist would have read the theorist’s
writings in depth, there are compelling reasons to believe that
she may have encountered his work. Riegl’s early career, for
instance, focused on the burgeoning study of arts and crafts in
Northern Europe, a movement in which Lohse-Wächtler ’s
teacher at the Dresden School of Applied Arts, Margarete
Junge, was actively involved at the time of the young artist’s
studies.30 Additionally, a pedagogical shift in German
educational institutions resulted in an emphasis on the study
of art history in many German schools, especially girls’ high
schools.31 These factors, as well as the relative popularity of his
writings in Weimar culture, give suggestive credence to the
possibility that Lohse-Wächtler could have been exposed to
Riegl's ideas. 

In his 1902 text on group portraiture in seventeenth-century
Holland, Riegl described a functional gaze which used a direct
acknowledgment of the viewer to communicate a sense of

personal connection and ethical responsiveness. He defined
this concept, which he termed “attentiveness,” as the way in
which subjects of works of art demonstrate awareness of their
condition through acknowledging a viewer and, he asserted,
could be traced to the early stages of the Roman Empire. Such
a phenomenon developed as “[t]he individual [became] open
to the outside world, not in order to subjugate it, to unite with it
in pleasure or to recoil from it in displeasure, but in pure,
selfless interest.”32 Although Riegl almost certainly did not
imply sexual pleasure in this instance, it is plausible to apply
his statements to such context. Such an interpretation implies
an artistic lineage in which the gaze may function as an ethical
imperative rather than an objectifying device. 

One of Riegl’s primary tenets was the idea that “a single
work of art, if read properly, would reveal the deep structure
of the world that produced it.”33 What sort of structures, then,
would have informed images of prostitution created by
women in Weimar Germany? In the early decades of the
twentieth century, in Germany as elsewhere, a women’s
movement was fighting for issues such as suffrage, equal
rights and education for women, and, broadly, for an end to
discrimination.34 Those affiliated with this movement often
conflicted quite strongly with the larger, less progressive
portion of the German population. Female artists formed their
own groups, including the Berlin Society of Woman Artists
and GEDOK (Community of German and Austrian Woman
Artists), which encouraged women artists by providing some
financial support and organizing exhibitions.35 Lohse-Wächtler
was affiliated with both groups, and her association with these
rising feminist organizations and their members undoubtedly
informed her artistic practice.

Because of her interest in feminist causes, it seems plausible
to interpret the gaze found in Lissy as the manifestation of an
“ethical responsiveness” between two women rather than one
between a prostitute and client. Such interaction would relate
to the implicit sense of respect in the relationship between
subject and viewer proposed by Riegl.36 Art historian Margaret
Olin has analyzed the ethical implications of Riegl’s writing in
light of empathy theory, such as Wilhelm Wundt’s Ethics: An
Investigation of the Facts and Laws of the Moral Life, concluding
that, ultimately, such a gaze “ask[s] the beholder to extrapolate
from his knowledge of himself.”37 According to her analysis of
Riegl regarding the relationship between subject and spectator,
there is an ethical imperative implicit to the act of viewing
which obliges the viewer to see the subject as like him- or
herself rather than as object. Such an interpretation may be
particularly applicable when viewing an image such as Lissy,
which represents a disenfranchised subject. 

That both the artist and subject of Lissy are women
additionally complicates the functioning of such an attentive
gaze. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s writing on homosexuality
posits same sex relationships between men as exclusionary
devices meant to shut women out of social structures.38

Applying this interpretation of relationships between two
women to the work of art—specifically the power dynamics
implicit to representation—is it possible to posit a homosocial
gaze that empathetically excludes? Accordingly, exclusion, such

Fig. 7. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Sick (1932), pencil drawing and red
watercolor, 13 3/8” x 11 7/8”. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler
Foundation, Hamburg.



as that found in the relationship between Lissy and the viewer,
might be seen as a subversive act.

Based on Lohse-Wächtler ’s interest in feminism, liberal
politics, and inclusion, Lissy’s gaze may serve to exclude the
male gaze that has traditionally objectified such subjects. As
Riegl suggests, this gaze could ultimately indicate a mutual
respect between Lohse-Wächtler and her subject—whether an
actual sex worker the artist encountered or a composite of
prostitutes she met on the streets of Hamburg—indicating the
artist’s sympathy for the plight of such women. Undoubtedly,
Lohse-Wächtler would have recognized the difficulty such
subjects continuously faced by virtue of their womanhood, as
she had struggled for much of her own life with the
discontinuity between the independence necessary to realize her
potential as an artist and the expectations of gendered norms.

In 1931, the year she created Lissy, Lohse-Wächtler—
homeless and destitute at the age of 32—returned to her
parents’ home in Dresden. The relationship with her father
remained strained, and the following year he had her
committed to a mental institution in Arnsdorf. As the power of
the Third Reich increased, in 1935, Lohse-Wächtler was
forcefully sterilized under Hitler’s “Law for the Prevention of
Genetically Defective Offspring.” Also that year her estranged
husband successfully filed for divorce. During her
institutionalization Lohse-Wächtler continued to work in
watercolor, creating portraits of other patients (1932: Fig. 7)
that were similar to her earlier works in their sympathy and
intense realism and that some consider the culmination of her
artistic career.39 In 1940 she was murdered when the Nazis
exterminated patients in mental institutions.

Despite the brevity of her career, Lohse-Wächtler played a
significant role in the artistic milieus of interwar Dresden and
Hamburg. Her images are invaluable in establishing an
alternative vision of Weimar prostitutes that is both realistic
and sympathetic to the plight of these women. Lissy, in
particular, effectively appropriates a subject with intrinsic ties
to masculinity, domination, and objectification, ultimately
using it to empower a long disenfranchised theme and
formulate a feminist statement in the midst of a male-
dominated artistic circle noted for misogyny. 

Hannah Arendt stated, “Freedom in a positive sense is
possible only among equals.”40 While in Weimar culture, few
figures were publicly degraded more than the female sex worker,
Lohse-Wächtler’s Lissy assertively subverted this ideology by
presenting its subject as equal rather than objectified, and
imbuing her with both sympathy and power. In doing so, the
work acknowledges the duality of feminist production: while the
harshness of the subject’s life must be acknowledged in order to
establish an ethical means of viewing, it is simultaneously
imperative to avoid a victimized sort of representation.
Ultimately, Lissy allows recognition of its subject’s reality,
creating an accurate portrayal of both her strengths and trials.
Through working within the dominant artistic milieu and
popular discourse in such a way, Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler’s
painting acknowledges and invites new interpretations of the
complicated reality of the intersections between sexuality and
discourse surrounding Weimar culture.•

Britany Salsbury is a doctoral student at the Graduate Center
of the City University of New York.
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Images of mothers occupied a prominent place
in the visual culture of the First World War.
The patriotic mother stood by stoically while

her sons marched off to war, and in depictions
ranging from memorial sculptures to sheet music
cover illustrations, the bereaved mother mourned
the country’s fallen heroes. By contrast, the
fiercely protective mother, sheltering her young
from the ravages of battle, or physically
interceding on her children’s behalf, rarely
appeared in the popular imagery of World War I
in the United States. Her presence was limited to
images distributed by peace organizations and
reproduced in radical publications. Both
maternalist wartime definitions of women’s
citizenship and the anti-radical culture of the
1920s ensured the unpopularity of such imagery
in mainstream venues, especially in the
conservative arena of public commemorative art.1

It is in this context that Bashka Paeff’s sculpture
for Maine’s World War I memorial in Kittery,
Sacrifices of War (1924-26; Fig. 1), must be
considered and appreciated.2

Paeff ’s sculpture for Maine’s Sailors and
Soldiers Memorial stands out in the context of World War I
memorial imagery particularly because of its depiction of
motherhood. While there were precedents for her design in the
graphic art and studio sculpture of the early twentieth century,
this striking anti-war statement would never have been realized
as a public monument if not for the fortuitous collaboration
between two individuals with compatible attitudes toward the
commemoration of war. Paeff’s sculpture for Kittery expressed
her firmly held opinion that war memorials should not glorify
war, a view shared by the governor of Maine, Percival Baxter,
who initiated and oversaw the commission.3 Rather than
celebrating the more conventional notions of patriotic
motherhood promoted in popular media, Paeff’s design echoed
the position of Jane Addams and the Woman’s Peace Party,
which held that women, as mothers, had a special responsibility
and authority as advocates of peace.4

Bashka Paeff (1893-1979) was one of several American
women sculptors who exhibited work dealing with war

themes in the teens and twenties. She also successfully
navigated the challenges of public sculpture commissions to
realize three of her war pieces on a monumental scale,
including the earlier Chaplains’ Memorial (1922) in Boston,
and the later Lexington Minute Man Marker (1948) in
Lexington, Massachusetts. Even though women had long
participated in commemorative activities and memorial
committees in the United States, women sculptors had only
recently begun to gain acceptance in the male dominated field
of military sculpture. Their contributions to the field were
remarkably diverse, considering the pressures involved in
public commemorative projects. Memorials by Paeff, Gertrude
Vanderbilt Whitney (1875-1942), Anna Coleman Ladd ( 1878-
1939 ), and Sally James Farnham (1869-1943) reflected in
different ways the personal war experiences and professional
ambitions of their makers.5

After studying with Bela Pratt at the School of the Museum
of Fine Arts, in 1916 Paeff became a member of the Guild of

MOTHERHOOD, MEMORIALS, AND
ANTI-MILITARISM

Bashka Paeff’s Sacrifices of War

By Jennifer Wingate

Fig. 1. Bashka Paeff, The Maine Sailors and Soldiers Memorial (Kittery) (dedicated 1926).
Approximately 160" x 204". Photograph, Jennifer Wingate.
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Boston Artists. Founded in 1914, the Guild’s mission was to
promote Boston artists, many of whom, like Paeff, trained at the
Museum School and persisted in working in naturalistic rather
than modernist styles well into the interwar period. Nearly 40
percent of the Guild’s founding members were women, who,
like Paeff, benefited from regular solo exhibitions and generous
press coverage of Guild events.6 Paeff  is best known today for
her lighthearted Boy and Bird Fountain (1934) in the Boston
Public Garden, and perhaps less so for her  portrait busts and
other works in museum collections.

The number of professionally active women sculptors had
risen considerably since the previous century, even though
success in the field remained closely allied with masculine

strength and virility.7 As the
writer Ada Rainey remarked
in Century Magazine in 1917,
“Sculpture has never been
thought a medium particu-
larly feminine, that so many
women should recently have
chosen it for their own is sig-
nificant.”8 The changes that
Rainey  heralded , however,
did not happen overnight.
Numerous women sculptors
had paved the way.9 In the
field of commemorative mili-
tary sculpture, for example,
in 1906 Theodora Alice
Ruggles Kitson (1871-1932)
had produced the successful
Spanish American War
Memorial (The Hiker) and

the Mother Bickerdyke Memorial commemo-
rating a Civil War nurse. Those projects
served as important precedents for World
War I memorials realized in the 1920s by
Paeff, Whitney, Ladd, Farnham, Nancy
Coonsman Hahn (1887-1976), and others.

While Paeff’s achievements were part of a
larger trend, in other ways the Russian-born
Paeff stood apart from many of the successful
women sculptors of the period. A few “rags to
riches” stories can be found among the
biographies of Paeff ’s peers, but several
prominent sculptors of the day, like Whitney,
Ladd, and Anna Hyatt Huntington (1876-
1973) shared a distinct advantage.10 They not
only enjoyed the financial comfort that
facilitated access to art instruction and travel,
but also had the financial means to enable
them to undertake poorly compensated and
time consuming public commissions. The
strong nativist sentiment that still permeated
the art world in the 1920s, moreover, nurtured
skepticism toward immigrant artists.

That Paeff was neither wealthy nor of
Anglo-Saxon “native stock” was commented on with regularity
in reviews of her work, contributing an air of novelty to
newspaper coverage of her career. Her parents immigrated to
the United States from Russia when Bashka was a year old.
They settled in the North End of Boston, where Paeff attended
the Girls’ High School and, upon graduating in 1907, the
Massachusetts Normal Art School, where she trained to be a
drawing instructor.11 Her artistic proclivity was supported by
her parents, who also encouraged Paeff ’s sisters in their
musical pursuits. As one Boston Globe article observed, “art
appreciation, repressed in Russia, was intensified…when Mr.
and Mrs. Paeff moved to America” and where they
enthusiastically supported the artistic talents of their children.12

After her modeling teacher at the Normal School, Cyrus
Dallin, encouraged Paeff to focus her studies on sculpture, she
enrolled in 1911 at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts.13

According to one newspaper account, she won more awards
for her work in her first three years than any other student.14 To
support herself, she worked as a subway token taker, often
modeling clay in her spare moments, which earned her the
moniker the “subway sculptress.”15 As late as 1921, in a Guild
of Boston Artists exhibition review, one of her most vocal
advocates, art critic Anthony J. Philpott, remembered Paeff’s
“early struggles for an art education in this city,” and
expressed his admiration for the versatility of her work and
the high quality of her modeling.16

For the Boston mainstream press and its readership, Bessie
Paeff (as she was known as a young woman) embodied the
progressivist ideals of assimilation and productivity. After
enumerating a list of her works at her 1923 Guild exhibition,
Frederick William Coburn, the art critic for the Boston Herald,
praised her ambition and output as an American expression of
her innate Eastern European artistic temperament. A young

Fig. 2. Bashka Paeff, The Maine Sailors and Soldiers Memorial (Kittery) (dedicated 1926),
Sacrifices of War, bronze relief, c. 102” x 132”. Photo: Jennifer Wingate.

Fig. 3. Alonzo Earl Foringer, The
Greatest Mother in the World
(1917). Library of Congress Prints
and Photographs Division.  



Russian Jewish woman sculptor was a curiosity to the art critics.
Paeff’s background and the attention it drew also serve to
highlight the professional risks that she took with her Sacrifices of
War memorial for Maine, easily her most controversial project.
Especially in the immediate aftermath of World War I, overt
displays of pacifist sentiment were often viewed as politically
dangerous and un-American. In 1926, when Paeff’s memorial
was dedicated, critics of women’s reform continued to link
women’s organizations and peace activities to the threat of
Bolshevism.17

Contemporary reviewers, however, regarded Paeff more as an
example of an immigrant success story than as someone who
might be harboring dangerous radical views.18 As art historian
Erica Hirshler has noted in her study of women artists in Boston,
Paeff “was just the sort of woman at whom social improvement
programs…had been aimed.” Hirshler contrasts Paeff’s ability to
“inject herself into the midst” of Boston’s artistic community with
that of the African-American artist Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller
(1877-1968), who “remained on the outskirts” of that
community.19 Paeff’s acceptance in Boston’s art circles and
positive press, together with Governor Baxter’s stated preference
for a monument with a pacifist message, gave her the confidence
she needed to submit her bold design for the Maine memorial.20

While relishing the opportunities of her blossoming career as a
sculptor, Paeff still faced the problem of making a livelihood with
her art, and she accepted some commissions that her male peers
would have considered beneath their professional standards.21 As
art historian Michele Bogart demonstrates in her essay on
American garden sculpture, “male sculptors who hoped to
establish or maintain reputations as major monument-creators
could not long afford to have their work characterized in [the]
lighthearted terms” that were reserved for describing the
frivolous themes of sculpted fountains and other garden
statuary.22 Though Paeff’s Sacrifices of War memorial certainly
includes her among the ranks of sculptors aspiring to be “major
monument creators,” she did not have the luxury of turning
down other types of projects: garden statuary, portrait busts of
society children, and even sculptures of show dogs owned by
Boston’s best families.23 Such projects were her bread and butter
while she sought out and gained a reputation for modeling and
carving more prominent subjects, including relief portraits of Jane
Addams (1915) and  Oliver Wendell Holmes (1917). (She later
made a marble bust of Louis Brandeis in 1953 and a relief portrait
of Martin Luther King in 1970.)

Paeff’s deep interest in war themes would last throughout
her career. She was one of several artists to create studio works
inspired by the First World War. Anna Coleman Ladd submitted
a sculpture entitled Peace Victorious to the annual exhibition at
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 1916; Paeff
exhibited several war themes at the Guild in 1917 and 1919; and
Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney exhibited her Impressions of War
sculptures at her Eighth Street studio in 1919. By eventually
realizing at least one of their studio pieces on a monumental
scale, Ladd, Paeff, and Whitney each built on the achievements
of Theodora Kitson, who had helped prove women’s ability to
compete in the male-dominated field of military sculpture. They
also surpassed Kitson by challenging the chauvinistic ideals

embodied in the most popular memorials to the First World
War. Paeff’s Maine Sailors and Soldiers Memorial, in particular,
went the furthest toward subverting conventional notions of
memorial art by critiquing the equation of women’s wartime
citizenship with patriotic motherhood. Paeff, moreover,
continued to exhibit her most stridently anti-war studio work,
Demon of War (modeled in 1916), well into the 1950s, expressing
her continued wish to realize the work as an anti-war
monument as late as 1976.24

Some of Paeff’s early war pieces were characteristic of the
optimism of wartime depictions of U.S. soldiers and World War
I memorials, though she was not as emotionally invested in
these as she was in her pacifist works. Philpott aptly described
her Spirit of 1918, exhibited at the Guild in 1919, as “a Yankee
sailor lad, alert and full of energy.”25 Another reviewer wrote
more bluntly that the Spirit of 1918 had the “stereotyped” feel of
“recruiting posters.”26 Paeff herself felt a much stronger
attachment to Demon of War, which she modeled during her first
fellowship in 1916 at the MacDowell Colony, an artists’
residency founded in New Hampshire in 1907.

Although Demon of War is lost (possibly destroyed by her
husband after Paeff’s death),27 the force of its anti-war imagery
emerges from a number of descriptions. Philpott wrote
admiringly of the work when it was exhibited in 1919:

That the war stirred [Paeff] deeply is evident from
several works in the exhibition—one a fiercely creative
and symbolic group entitled ‘Demon,’ although it might
be more appropriately entitled ‘War,’ for war is typified
in a brutal looking figure that enfolds with one arm a
struggling female while he crouches and glides darkly
along with destroying torch and hideous face. It is a
finely modeled group.28

Paeff described the central figure in the sculpture as a
“satanic” personification of War who holds a struggling
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Fig. 4. Bashka Paeff, sketch for Sacrifices of War (orig. Horrors of War)
(1924), clay, dimensions unknown (smaller than life-size). Courtesy the
Ralph Owen Brewster Papers, George J. Mitchell Department of Special
Collections and Archives, Bowdoin College Library, Brunswick, Maine. 
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mutilated woman while he crushes the body of another.29 Perhaps
in a defensive effort to deny responsibility for making such a
gruesome sculpture, the artist explained in an interview in 1921
how the design emerged spontaneously from the clay from which
it was modeled: “I happened to look up and see, all waiting for
me to let it out, ‘The Demon of War,’… I made it just as I found it
in the clay. Then it seemed to me so dreadful that I didn’t know
whether I ought to let it stand. But the people at the [MacDowell]
colony…thought it was fine, and so I completed it.”30 Although
this anecdote downplays the artist’s intentionality in creating
such an uncharacteristically “dreadful” sculpture, Paeff’s
decision to include the work in numerous Guild exhibitions—in
January 1917 (a few months before the United States declared war
on Germany), in the celebratory aftermath of the war in 1919,
twice in the 1920s, and again in 1952—reveals her strong feelings
for the work and her unwavering anti-militarism.31

Paeff’s comments also suggest that she may have started
thinking of Demon of War as a potential war memorial not long
after she modeled it. In the interview cited above, Paeff
describes the work immediately after sharing her opinions
about memorials: 

After it is all done we are likely to make statues of soldier
boys and sailor boys, in a kind of parade spirit, and set
them up as if war were a fine thing. So we forget what
suffering and horror it brought. …we should set up
memorials that would make us loathe war instead of
admire it.32

Toward the end of her life, she expressed that her greatest wish
was to see the sculpture commissioned as “a Design for Anti-
War” monument.33 While her hope for this controversial
sculpture was never realized, fifty years earlier she did get to
express a very different anti-war vision on a monumental scale.

The Maine Sailors and Soldiers Memorial has received more
attention in recent years as scholarly interest in work by
women and public interest in war memorials have risen.34

Located on the Maine side of the Memorial Bridge (dedicated
in 1923) linking Kittery and Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the
granite memorial stele with bronze relief occupies a park
which doubles as a traffic circle, not far from a lobster house
that lures travelers off the highway as they enter or exit Maine.
Difficult to view properly from the road, the imagery of Paeff’s
sculpture comes into better focus from within the confines of
the grassy common.35

The approximately eight by eleven foot bronze panel (Fig. 2)
features a mother shielding a child from the menacing tumult of
war and the limp bodies of two dead men who lay at her feet. A
deeply modeled background, suggestive of smoke, flames, or
waves, animates the surface, casting a dark shadow behind the
mother’s head that accentuates the intensity of her gaze. The
textured surface, which is more active at the panel’s border,
helps create a restless movement between the central group and
the periphery of the composition. Similarly, the fluid lines,
triangular arrangement, and high relief of the central group lead
the viewer’s eye back and forth between the lifeless bodies of
the two men and the fiercely protective maternal figure. The
whole sculpture is thus infused with a nervous energy.

Even though most World War I memorial sculpture
dedicated up through the early 1920s depicted fighting and
vigilant soldiers, Paeff’s relief for Kittery was not the first sign
of change in memorial art.36 Whitney’s Washington Heights-
Inwood Memorial (dedicated in New York City in 1922),
featuring two wounded soldiers, was an early example of the
new focus on sacrifice in World War I memorials. Ladd’s
memorial sculptures were equally striking for their emphasis
on death and, in the artist’s words, “Victory as a worn and
tragic figure.”37 Both women’s commemorative visions spoke
to their personal war experiences.38

Paeff’s memorial stood apart from these examples because
of the centrality it accorded the image of the mother and her
role in protecting civilization from war. It was also distinct
from World War I memorials that featured the mourning
mother, like Augustus Lukeman’s sculpture for the Masonic
Fraternity of Pennsylvania in Elizabethtown (dedicated a year
after Paeff’s memorial in 1927). Lukeman’s mourning allegory
of motherhood, somewhat evocative of the pensive figure in
Augustus Saint-Gaudens’ Adams Memorial (1891) in Rock
Creek Park in Washington, D.C., openly grieves for her lost

Fig. 5. Bashka Paeff, sketch for Glories of Peace (1924), clay, dimensions
unknown (smaller than life-size).  Courtesy the Ralph Owen Brewster
Papers, George J. Mitchell Department of Special Collections and
Archives, Bowdoin College Library, Brunswick, Maine. 



sons. Her downcast eyes contemplate the helmet and rifle on
her lap as she gently adorns them with a laurel wreath. Like an
increasing number of memorials dedicated by the mid-
twenties, including those by Whitney and Ladd, Lukeman’s
memorial acknowledges death and loss. Paeff ’s design,
however, was different. Rather than focus on grief and regret,
her mother figure takes an active stand against war. There are
no laurel wreaths or palms of glory for the dead men at her
feet. Many viewers at the time of the dedication would have
perceived Paeff ’s image of a distraught mother fiercely
clutching a child to her breast not only as pacifist, but more
specifically as a critique of patriotic motherhood.

Patriotic motherhood was “the only acceptable definition of
the relationships among motherhood, internationalism, and
women’s citizenship” during World War I.39 In wartime
propaganda, as images of the victimized family set upon by
brutal Germans entreated United States citizens to enlist and
fight, those such as “The Greatest Mother,” (1917; Fig 3)
cradling a wounded soldier in her arms, became emblematic of
the homeland they were defending.  The nurturing Red Cross
nurse, along with images of proud mothers sending their sons
to war, in stark contrast with Paeff’s memorial, embodied
patriotic motherhood in the visual culture of World War I. In
her study of women charged under the Wartime Emergency
Laws for their anti-war pro-labor activism, historian Kathleen
Kennedy shows how women’s opposition to the war was seen
as evidence of their failure as patriotic mothers. Patriotic
motherhood, moreover, was conflated with anti-Bolshevism in
the heated antiradical rhetoric of these women’s wartime
trials. Although the interwar period in which Paeff designed
and dedicated her memorial was marked by renewed peace
activism, pacifist activities were still tempered by right-wing
groups who persisted in associating anti-militarism with
communism.40 Thus the response to Paeff ’s memorial—
embraced by some, and called inappropriate by others—
reflected the transitional politics of the period.

In 1924, Maine’s governor, Percival Baxter, with the
approval of a memorial committee that he appointed, selected
Paeff’s design from approximately twenty proposals. The
following year, when the memorial came under attack as
"pacifist," Baxter would stress the input of the committee,
which included military men and veterans. Initially, however,
he emphasized his own significant role in guiding the project,
and in a letter interred in the time capsule at the memorial’s
cornerstone laying on Armistice Day of 1924, Baxter wrote:

After consulting with sculptors and artists and
conveying to them my ideas as to what I wanted, I
selected the granite and bronze that today is to be
formally dedicated. This entire memorial was conceived
and carried out by me, the Smith Granite Co. of Westerly,
Rhode Island, and Miss Bashka Paeff of Boston, Mass…
The Governor ’s Council and Soldiers’ Memorial
Committee merely ratified my plans.41

In the same letter, Baxter underscored some of the themes
that he also spoke about at the ceremony, including the
selfishness and greed that fuels war and the importance of

memorials that teach the lessons of war’s devastation. In fact,
Baxter selected the relief from two sketches originally proposed
by Paeff, which may have been intended as companion
sculptures, one for either side of the memorial stele. The more
overtly anti-war design that Baxter chose was originally called
Horrors of War (1924; Fig. 4); the other was titled Glories of Peace
(1924: Fig. 5).42 An article in the Portland (Maine) Press Herald
described the unrealized sketch as featuring a “winged Spirit of
Peace hovering over the kneeling figure of a man, protectingly
embracing a woman and child” with “peaceful figures of the
tiller of the soil” in the background.43

When Paeff presented the enlarged model of the selected
sketch the next year to Baxter’s successor, Governor Ralph
Owen Brewster, he expressed concern that Paeff’s design was
“more a glorification of pacifism than of [Maine’s] part in the
global conflict.” The Portsmouth (New Hampshire) Herald
reported that Brewster noted “with disarming mildness” that
“he doubted whether such a design would be entirely
satisfactory to the people of Maine, who expected an
appropriate memorial.”44 “I agree with other members of the
[Governor ’s] Council,” he was quoted as saying in the
Christian Science Monitor, “that the ‘Horrors of War’ does not
appeal to me as the sort of a memorial to ascribe to our soldier
boys.” 45 Art critic Anthony Philpott interpreted the governor’s
position for the Boston Globe: “The real fear in Gov. Brewster’s
mind is that this memorial, as it stands, leans too much toward
the pacifist ideas that are current among women.”46

Although Paeff’s full-size clay model of Horrors of War was
already complete, Brewster decided that he preferred Paeff’s
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Fig. 6. Abastenia St. Leger Eberle, You Dare Touch My Child (c. 1914-16)
bronze, 13” x 7 1/2” x 11 1/2”. Courtesy of Corcoran Gallery of Art,
Washington, DC, Museum Purchase, Special Authority of the Director.
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other design, Glories of Peace.47 He temporarily withheld the
sculptor’s payments until a compromise could be reached, but
both Baxter and Paeff vigorously defended the finished
sculpture, arguing that the design had been selected according
to proper procedures, a contract had been entered, and funds
allocated.48 In a lengthy defense of the memorial printed in the
Portland Press Herald, Baxter wrote:

The Memorial is striking and teaches a lesson. …it
portrays the sacrifices made by women and children as
well as by men. It is a great and original conception and
Miss Paeff devoted a year and a half of her life to create
it. It would have been easy to have selected the usual
form of a memorial with soldiers in uniform carrying
guns, making the usual appeal to the martial spirit. The
present memorial, however, depicts what war really is. It
is a message from this generation to those that follow.49

Baxter also added in a letter to Brewster that Glories of Peace,
the new governor’s preferred design, “is beautiful but it is not a
War Memorial.  It does not portray either sacrifice or service and
in no way can be construed as a tribute to the men and women
of 1917-1919.”50 Brewster ultimately had little choice but to
honor Paeff’s contract, though some minor alterations were
agreed upon. The original sketch had featured, to the left and
right of the mother, child, and two men, a low relief of soldiers
emerging from shell holes and dragging wounded comrades to
safety.51 When Paeff enlarged the sketch, she removed the
soldiers in the background, with Baxter’s approval, because she
found them to be distracting from the central group.  However,
to address Brewster’s concerns about the pacifist content of the
design, she once again added a low relief to the background of
the memorial.  Instead of wounded soldiers, Paeff sculpted a file
of valiantly marching and fighting soldiers, imagery better

accepted as an “appropriate” tribute in the interwar years.52

While helping avert a potentially volatile public outcry against
the monument, the changes did little to detract from Baxter and
Paeff’s original vision. The background figures are modeled in
such low relief as to be virtually invisible in the shadow of the
central mother, child, and two dead bodies.

At the second dedication ceremony of the Maine Sailors
and Soldiers Memorial in 1926, marking the installation of
Paeff’s completed bronze, Major General Clarence R. Edwards,
former commanding officer of the 26th Infantry Division
(known as the “Yankee Division”), nonetheless interpreted
Paeff ’s imagery as a plea for military preparedness, thus
suiting the new governor’s politics and dispelling further
charges of pacifism. Rather than an appeal for universal peace,
Paeff’s frightened mother, he explained in his dedicatory
address, represented an appeal “to the soldiery to save her
babe from harm.”53 In the context of public war
commemoration, it was politically more acceptable to interpret
Paeff’s mother as a defenseless victim of war rather than as a
protester interceding on her child’s behalf.

As unusual as the anti-war message promoted by Baxter and
Paeff might have been, there was a broader context for the
memorial’s  vision of protective motherhood. Taking advantage
of the growing market for small scale bronzes of maternal
subjects, some early twentieth-century women sculptors also
challenged the bourgeois ideal that those groups typified.
Abastenia St. Leger Eberle’s (1878-1942) You Dare Touch My Child
(c. 1914-16; Fig. 6), for example, was in marked contrast to the
sweetness of popular works by  Bessie Potter Vonnoh (1872-
1955). Though not overtly political, Eberle’s sculpted mother
and child displayed a force and vitality that presented a strong
and fiercely protective image of motherhood.

An activist dedicated to women’s social issues and
children’s welfare, Eberle enlisted her art in her progressive
reformist agenda, even though such works were not always
marketable. In 1914, the sculptor rented a studio under the
Manhattan Bridge on the Lower East Side where she invited
neighborhood children to observe them playing. These
children were the subjects of some of her most popular
sculptures. Eberle also ventured out to Market Street to watch
the Jewish and Italian women shopping and peddling their
goods. A 1921 New York World Magazine article reported on the
artist’s fascination with the “street fights” she witnessed there.
“How well she loves them,” the writer noted, “you can see
from her sketch called ‘You Touch My Child and I’ll—!’” Also
called The Termagant, the piece shows a woman in a roughly
modeled dress, holding a crying baby with one arm while the
other reaches out , hand clenched in a threatening fist. The
woman’s chin is thrust forward defiantly, and the rolled up
sleeve of her outstretched arm reveals straining tendons. Her
fist echoes the small tightly balled hands of her unhappy
charge. In his survey of American Art, Wayne Craven writes
that the sculpture, “[r]ich in modeling and highly expressive of
a deep social consciousness … is today judged a success—but
in 1915 there was no market for art that was also a social
indictment.”54 Regardless of whether Paeff knew this
particular work by Eberle, she was no doubt familiar with this

Fig. 7. Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, Peace Halting the Ruthlessness of War
(1917) bronze, 14” x 16” x 9 1/2”. Collection of West Virginia State
University. Photo: Todd Griffith. (Note: No extant version includes the
allegorical Peace figure.)
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New York-based artist whose exhibitions were reviewed in the
Boston press.55

Art by women more directly related to anti-war themes also
may have played a role in inspiring the fervent protectiveness
of Paeff’s central maternal figure in Sacrifices of War and its
strong political statement. In 1917 Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller
created a sculpture for the Woman’s Peace Party that not only
broke with the pro-war stance of the elite African-American
community to which Fuller belonged, but also used
motherhood as a “radical site of agency.” Peace Halting the
Ruthlessness of War (1917; Fig 7) presents an allegory of Death
on horseback charging through a field of women and children.
One woman clutching a dead child reaches up desperately to
push against the side of the horse.56 While the sculpture
powerfully reveals “the violence done to women’s physical
bodies,” it also shows “their physical protestation of the
cruelty and barbarity of war.”57 Fuller’s women are not the
passive victims depicted in U.S. war propaganda. Their
actions reflected the political voice of the Woman’s Peace Party
itself, an organization founded in 1915 by Carrie Chapman
Cott and Jane Addams “to enlist all American women in
arousing the nations to respect the sacredness of human life
and to abolish war.”58

Paeff, who in 1915 had sculpted a relief portrait of Addams,
may well have known Fuller ’s sculpture for the peace
organization Addams headed.59 Before helping found the
Woman’s Peace Party, Addams was well known as a women’s
rights and social welfare advocate and the co-founder of Hull
House in Chicago in 1889. Paeff’s commission to sculpt the
portrait of such a prominent national figure was a significant
professional accomplishment for the Boston-area sculptor. At
the same time, the project held deeper meaning for Paeff
because of her high regard for Addams and her work. The
Boston Globe reported that Paeff “accomplished one of the
ambitions of her life” by “making this portrait of a woman who
has for years been one of her ideals.”60 Addams’s belief in the
unique contribution of women to the peace movement, in
particular, her conviction that women’s roles as mothers and as
“custodians of life” gave them special authority as advocates for
peace, helped shape the Peace Party’s platform and rhetoric.

Another precedent for the protective maternal figure in
Paeff’s Sacrifices of War sculpture can be found in the graphic
work of the German artist Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945), in
particular her War series of woodcuts, completed in 1923 (Fig.
8). Focusing on the devastation of war from the perspective of
mothers and children, these moving studies of sacrifice were
influenced by Kollwitz’s loss of her own son in World War I in
1914. They express the senselessness rather than the valor of
sacrifice, a sentiment that reflected the artist’s changed attitude
toward war.61 Kollwitz’s stark black and white, naturalistic
depictions of her anguished subjects accentuate their
universality and accessibility.62 Her theme of sacrifice and
emphasis on the powerful sheltering form of the maternal
figure resonate strongly with Paeff’s Sacrifices of War design.

Though the woodcuts were issued in 1924 in three editions,
it is not clear whether Paeff would have been familiar with
Kollwitz’s War prints. Before the war Kollwitz had been

relatively well known in the United States, but she fell out of
favor during the period of intense anti-German sentiment in
the aftermath of the war. Though the occasional Kollwitz
illustration was reproduced in the radical periodical The
Liberator, her work did not gain widespread popularity in this
country until the 1930s.63 As a female artist interested in anti-
war subject matter, however, Paeff may have known of
Kollwitz’s exhibition at New York’s Civic Club in 1925, or may
have encountered the German artist’s work during her
European “tour” of 1922.64

A few isolated examples to the contrary, the subjects of
public memorial sculpture in the United States after World
War I were unlikely to invoke the suffering of maternal
sacrifice. The most popular memorials commemorated heroic
soldiers and lost lives while also serving as antidotes to
radicalism as well as reminders of vigilance and loyalty and
reassuring visions of American fitness and manhood.65 When
memorial sculpture did include portrayals of mothers, they
sent similarly reassuring and steadying messages, echoing the
imagery of motherhood in wartime propaganda and
mainstream periodicals. The mourning mother and the
sheltering female allegory tending to a wounded soldier (a
variation on the Red Cross’s “Greatest Mother” trope) were the
most common types.66

The patriotic, mourning mother was given pride of place at
Memorial and Armistice Day services and during Mother ’s
Day observances after World War I. In 1923, the American
Legion Weekly published Augustus Lukeman’s North Carolina
Monument to Confederate Women on its May 11 cover. The
sculpture depicts a woman reading to her grandson, who
kneels beside her holding his dead father’s sword, reaffirming
notions of patriotic motherhood by showing a mother figure
instilling the virtues of patriotism and loyalty in the young.
Although the work was intended for a Southern audience, the

Fig. 8. Käthe Kollwitz, The Mothers, from the War Series (1923) woodcut,
13 3/8” x 15 3/4”.



38 WOMAN’S ART JOURNAL 

larger meaning of this Confederate memorial was equally
relevant for an interwar generation of fatherless children and
Gold Star Mothers.

Ultimately, it is the context of public commemorative art in
which Paeff’s protective mother in her Sacrifices of War relief for
the Maine Sailors and Soldiers Memorial must be appreciated.
Numerous sources may have influenced her anti-war vision of a
mother sheltering her child from the violence of war, but few if
any examples existed in the politically fraught landscape of
commemorative art, due in part to the anti-radical climate of
1920s America and the conservative nature of public sculpture.
Further, gendered attitudes toward women’s roles in the civic
sphere dictated that “male figures reigned outside” in public
statuary, while “females dominated inside” in murals and small
sculptures.67 Paeff’s memorial placed a strong female figure, an
allegory of Civilization but also a symbol of all mothers, in a
highly visible politicized space. Those few memorials that did
approach the anti-war sentiment of Paeff’s vision, or at least those
that acknowledged loss, were typically of a local nature and were
dedicated and paid for by neighborhood groups.68 Paeff ’s
memorial was not only one of the first state memorials dedicated
to honor those who fought and died in World War I, but also,
thanks to the collaboration between Paeff and Baxter, it stands as
an unwavering expression of anti-militarism and women’s
protest against the violence of war.•

Jennifer Wingate is Assistant Professor of Fine Arts at St.
Francis College in Brooklyn, New York. 
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Although late Roman and early Byzantine slave
women’s voices are scarce in the historical record, their
images appear prominently in art, where they are

portrayed serving elite women. A number of well-known
examples of late antique domestic art depict female slaves
aiding women in their toilet. These monuments include the
fourth-century silver Projecta Casket, the late-fourth–early-
fifth-century Sevso Casket, the fifth-century mosaic from the
baths of the villa at Sidi Ghrib in Carthage, and the late-fourth-
century Dominus Julius mosaic from Carthage.1 The thematic
and visual continuity of these scenes indicates the probable
existence of many more such depictions, in both monumental
and portable art, that no longer survive.2 These images of
women served by women are significant because they make
visible two classes of people who were not full participants in
public life by commemorating them engaged in a private
activity.3 Scholars have approached the imagery as visual proof
of the served woman’s elite status through inclusion of
luxurious possessions, including precious toilet articles,
jewelry, and the slaves themselves. Depictions of adornment
within the context of Early Christian prescriptions against the
practice have been studied as well.4 These images, however,
convey a multiplicity of messages, and raise the question of
their reception by the different classes at opposite ends of the
social spectrum––elite and slave viewers. I propose that these
illustrated relationships might have had positive associations
for both the slave and elite female viewers, yet they also were
intended to reinforce domestic order and construct female
behavior by showing the slaves obediently assisting their
mistress engaged in the unthreatening activity of maintaining
her beauty. Central to my argument are two premises: that the
impact of visual language in the Roman world on the social
order was powerful, and that female viewership of such
language was neither neutral nor passive.5

During the past thirty years, a debated tenet of feminist art
history has been the notion of the male gaze, which is said to
use objectified images of women to define gender difference
and contribute to a patriarchal social order.6 The images of
adornment in question can be used in a paradigm of this
approach, since they affirm the objectification of women within
the undeniably patriarchal Roman social structure.7 It is
accepted that late Romans were aware and took full advantage

of the power of images to manipulate opinion, both in public
and in private. A fundamental criticism of the male gaze theory,
however, posits that there are multiple viewing positions for
every image. The consideration of the nature and multiplicity
of possible responses to late antique art is an important
contribution to the understanding of both the intentions and
the effects of these manipulations. One must acknowledge the
female––both elite and slave—viewer’s agency and question
her responses and associations.8 In 1989, David Freedberg
declared that art history had failed to examine how people of
different classes and cultures respond to images.9 Such an
approach is still rare in studies of ancient and medieval art.10

Both Natalie Kampen and John Clarke have recently called for
further inquiry into viewership of images of the non-elite in the
Roman Empire.11 Owing to the oft-cited silence of ancient
women, there is no written record of any Roman woman’s
reactions to the imagery.12 Studying the domestic experiences of
elite and non-elite women as reflected and constructed through
images that depict them together can uncover valuable
intersections of their lives and their representations. 

Classicists suggest considering ancient women’s experiences
by studying the nature of their place and degree of power in the
home, the site to which women were limited, yet had the most
control.13 Such an investigation is particularly difficult, however,
in the late Roman period, where in addition to a meager
domestic archaeological record, detailed accounts of daily life
do not survive.14 Late Roman texts that can be used as evidence
of everyday family life include funerary epigraphy and legal
records. Most surviving evidence of the roles of domestic slave
women comes from the first and second centuries C.E., when
funerary inscriptions named individual slaves who were
assigned to the caretaking of wardrobe and of specific objects,
such as mirrors and jewelry.15 These slaves would have been
charged with the upkeep and storage of these items, presenting
their mistress with them when needed. Although the epigraphic
evidence predates the images in question, the roles of domestic
slaves would not have changed in late antiquity.16 In recent
years, knowledge of the familial roles of late antique and early
Byzantine women has increased significantly through
examinations of laws pertaining to women, which
predominantly concern marriage and property.17 Judith Herrin
recommends that in order to study early Byzantine women,
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one should examine, in addition to legal records, references to
women in the writings of men, and the impact of Christianity
in women’s lives.18 The phenomenon of the Early Christian
female ascetic eschewing all adornment has been well
documented.19 Also well documented are the mentions of non-
ascetic women in the tenets of patristic writers, including
Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, and John Chrysostom,
condemning perfumes, cosmetics, hair dyes, excessive jewelry,
and expensive clothes by stressing that attending to the body’s
appearance is wasteful, vain, and a precursor to unchastity.20

The emphasis on jewelry and clothes in late Roman portraits
shows, however, that female ascetics and the elite male Church
Fathers did not have much influence on fashion.21 A similar
contradiction between image and text occurs in first- and
second-century Rome, where images of sexual intercourse that
depict acts specifically condemned by male authors appear on
pottery, silver, and wall painting. Clarke has demonstrated that
they show a more democratic nature than one sees in literature
written by and for elite men. The images of adornment, like
those of sex, were not created for righteous male writers; they
served a wider audience.22 Similarly, adornment was an activity
that, according to literature, should have taken place in private
but was not infrequently illustrated in domestic decoration. A
study of the images alongside the legal texts, saints’ lives, and
patristic literature reveals the representations of mistresses and
slaves to be both a reflection of late antique social reality as well
as a construction of ideal behavior.

The Projecta Casket (4th c.; Pl. 16), found on the Esquiline Hill
in Rome, is the best preserved and most studied example of
secular late antique metalwork and includes the most images of
slaves of any surviving late antique object.23 On the casket lid’s
front edge, an inscription, from which the modern name of the
casket is derived, exhorts SECUNDE ET PROIECTA VIVITAS IN
CHRI[STO]. The inscription, which echoes a formula found on
wedding rings, led to the identification of the chest as a marriage
casket that was given to a woman named Projecta on the
occasion of her wedding to Secundus. A clipeate (round) portrait
of, presumably, the couple is held by putti on the top of the lid.
Repoussé decoration on the front of the silver casket includes an
arcade that encloses, on the front center, a seated female figure,
also identified as Projecta, who places a pin in her hair with one
hand and takes an object from a pyxis with the other. Two
standing female slaves flank her, one holding a mirror and the
other a rectangular box. Alternating with columns of the arcade
on the sides and back of the chest stand eleven slaves, nine
females and two males, holding various objects including boxes
and candlesticks. On the front and two sides of the casket’s lid is
a marine thiasos, with Venus directly above Projecta and echoing
her pose, aided in her toilet by two centaurotritons. In the center
of the back of the lid is a multi-domed building to which Projecta
is led from the left by two more attendants, while three others on
the right hold vessels and a candlestick. The attendant second
from the left is of a scale comparable to Projecta and holds a
rectangular casket. On both the top of the lid and front, Projecta
wears a wide collar necklace, bracelets on both wrists, and a
colobium with gilded tunic that bears her arms. In the scene on
the back she wears a long garment and mantle, with no jewelry.

Her dress is longer and sleeves fuller than the similarly scaled
female slave. The female slaves have long-sleeved tunics with
gold clavi (stripes) that are girdled under the chest, and no
jewelry. The male slaves wear tunics.

The imagery on the Projecta Casket has been extensively
discussed, especially the juxtaposition of the pagan goddess
Venus with the Christian inscription and the identification of
the building as either Secundus’s home or a bathhouse.24 The
most recent studies have been published by Katherine
Dunbabin, Jaś Elsner, and Maria Wyke. Dunbabin places the
casket within a tradition of late antique images with servants
that are intended to convey status. She discusses the casket as
visually comparing Projecta to Venus in a complimentary
fashion.25 Elsner takes a feminist approach in considering
Projecta, who parallels the nude Venus in gesture and pose, as
an object of male desire that will lead to seduction and children.
He compellingly argues that Projecta acts as her own agent in
fashioning herself as a beautiful and seductive woman.26 In
Wyke’s analysis, Projecta herself is an object for display, like the
casket itself and the precious objects depicted on it.27 The
emphasis on items owned by the household, both material and
human, is undeniable. The slaves outnumber the non-slaves by
ten, and appear on five surfaces of the casket. Emphasizing the
privileging of the viewer in witnessing the private, intimate act
of slaves adorning their mistress are the curtains drawn
between the columns in order to reveal the scene. Projecta is
significantly larger in scale than the standing figures on either
side of her, making clear the lower status of the slaves as well as
the childlike conception the freeborn had of them, which is
reflected in their often being given silly and juvenile names.28

Yet the multiple meanings—of status, seduction, display—
given by the large gilded silver casket would not have been
intended solely for the eyes of Projecta, but would have been
seen by her family, peers, and slaves, probably in a section of
the house used for her personal care or entertainment, as well if
the casket were carried to the baths.29 Late antique silver was
meant to be displayed. For example, several silver platters that
would have decorated dining rooms survive. Such plates were
too large to function as serving platters, and some have holes
for suspension; others were probably mounted on brackets.30

Silver caskets probably would have been put on shelves or in
freestanding cupboards, although no such furniture survives
from Rome; in Egypt, houses had small niches in the walls for
storage and display.31 The Projecta Casket’s function as a
container for personal belongings suggests that it would have
been located in a cubiculum (bedroom), and it must have been
intended to be displayed against a wall because its back side is
the only side with no gilding. Although men’s business
meetings were no longer held in cubicula in late antiquity,32 it is
possible that women socialized there. Roman houses did not
have separate women’s quarters, and the functions of Roman
rooms were not permanently fixed; however, areas in Roman
homes have been identified as being appropriate for women.33

The cylindrical silver Sevso Casket (late-4th  – early-5th c.), of
unknown provenance, also includes a scene that depicts female
attendants holding toilet articles and waiting on a seated
woman.34 The Sevso Casket would have been carried to the



baths and displayed in a similar location
as the Projecta Casket when home. The
composition of the scene is similar to that
on the front of the Projecta Casket. A
woman sits in a high backed chair, and the
girl to her right holds an oval casket into
which the woman reaches. Behind the girl,
another holds a large mirror. The women
behind her carry, from left to right, a situla
and a large lidded casket. To the seated
woman’s left, a girl holds a small
cylindrical box in the shape of the Sevso
Casket itself. The slave behind her carries a
bowl, and on the ground behind her is a
tall ewer-like vessel without a handle.
Behind this vessel is a woman carrying
another vessel with a round mouth and
pointed end, possibly an unguentarium.
The woman behind this one carries a large
basket or chest, and at her feet is a footed
bowl. The adult slaves are also smaller
than their mistress, but the shift in scale is not as pronounced as
on the Projecta Casket. All of the slaves wear long garments
with clavi. Like on the Projecta Casket, curtains are drawn
aside to reveal the private moment. On the other side of the
casket are two scenes of a pair of nude women in the bath. The
nudity underscores the intimate nature of slaves whose jobs
centered on adornment as well as the erotic nature of the act.
The Sevso Casket therefore echoes the themes of status,
expensive possessions, and seduction, albeit on a smaller scale
and with a less complex program than the Projecta Casket.

A pavement mosaic from the vestibule on the west side of
the Sidi Ghrib villa’s bath complex in Carthage (5th c.; Fig. 1)
features a symmetrical composition remarkably close to the
scenes of women and slaves on the Projecta and Sevso Caskets.
In the center of the panel a woman sits on a high-backed chair.
She adjusts a lock of hair, or possibly puts a pin into her hair, as
Projecta does. She is heavily bejeweled, wearing a wide collar
necklace like Projecta’s, five bracelets on her left hand, and one
on her right. A slave to her right holds a mirror that reflects her
face. At the slave’s feet is a silver situla, and to her right, in a
vertical row at the edge of the mosaic are a silver ewer, a gold
situla, and a silver domed hexagonal casket with a chain. To the
viewer standing on the pavement, the vessels would appear as
if they were arranged on the floor. The slave to the left of the
mistress holds a silver basin, whose contents can not be
determined because of damage to the mosaic. Next to this
figure, arranged vertically, are a pair of sandals (a common
decorative motif in baths), a large rectangular copper-colored
casket holding a towel or garment, and a hemispherical fluted
silver bowl. Both attendants wear a gold tunic with purple
clavi, a silver bracelet, and drop earrings. The attendant on the
right also wears a silver necklace, but damage to the mosaic
obscures the other’s neck where a necklace might be. More
elaborately dressed is the mistress, with a tiara, collar necklace,
and several bracelets. The slaves’ costumes did not mark them
as slaves. Rather, they are visually differentiated from their

mistress only by their poses and their more modest jewelry,
which would have belonged to their owner.35 Slaves in the
Roman Empire did not wear uniforms or have a distinctive
costume.36 Their clothing depended on their duties and their
master’s wealth. Domestic slaves, who were seen by guests and
other household members, wore better quality garments than
rural laborers. This is echoed in literature, in Petronius’s
Satyricon, for example, where Trimalchio adorns his slaves in
bright colors and ornate dress at banquets.37

The mosaic opposes, in location and theme, a mosaic of the
same size in the vestibule on the villa’s east side, which depicts a
man going to the baths, accompanied by slaves carrying wood
and coals to heat the water.38 The man and woman are
understood to be the master and the mistress of the villa. These
two bathing scenes are the only genre scenes in the bath complex,
the decoration of which consists of marine motifs, including
Venus aided in her adornment by an eros holding an open jewel
box in the frigidarium’s main apse. As the grandeur of their villa
proves, the patrons of these mosaics were clearly in the upper
echelon of society and depicted themselves enjoying the luxuries
offered by the villa, as well as inviting a comparison between the
mistress and Venus. Both the mirror and jewel box held by the
slaves, besides being items of luxury, could be recognized as
referring to Venus, although a jewel box is not always used as an
attribute of Venus. One symbolizing the wealth and social status
of the woman to whom it is offered appears in a mosaic panel in
the nave in Santa Maria Maggiore (c. 432-440; Pl. 17). The scene
depicts Pharaoh’s daughter when the boy Moses is presented to
her after being nursed by one of her maids (Exodus 2:10).
Pharaoh’s daughter sits on a throne with a pedimented canopy
and a footstool. She wears a jeweled headdress and pendant
earrings, and her ornately patterned gown is decorated with a
jeweled neckline. The woman standing to her right holds an open
jewel box. The two attendants on the right side of the frame
present Moses to the princess, who gestures toward him. None of
the women look at the jewel box. This section of the panel is not a

FALL / WINTER 2008 43

Fig. 1. Woman at her Toilet (5th century), Mosaic, 9'4" x 5'6". Bardo Museum, Tunis.
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component of the textual or the visual narrative, but serves as an
iconographic device that demonstrates that the owner of the jewel
box is a member of the elite. 

A fourth well-known representation of a woman being aided
in her adornment, also depicted with a jewel box and mirror, is
found on the late-fourth–early-fifth-century pavement Dominus
Julius mosaic from Carthage, today at the Bardo Museum (Fig. 2).
The mosaic is monumental scale and originally decorated an
apsed room.39 Apsed rooms were often used for entertaining in
late antiquity; most tricilinia contained apses in order to
accommodate curved couches.40 Apsed rooms were also used for
receptions. The mosaic therefore would have been viewed by a
varied audience of household members, guests, clients, and
slaves––those with cleaning responsibilities as well as those who
served food and drink if the room was used for dining. The
mosaic is composed of three registers. In the middle of the top
register, a woman sits fanning herself. Most scholars agree that
she represents the matron of the villa.41 She wears bracelets on
each arm, and her plain dress slips from her shoulder. On either
side, male and female figures bring her olives, a duck, and a
lamb. Smaller-scale figures are shown picking olives from a tree.
In the second register, on the left, a man on horseback, the
dominus, rides toward a house with four domes surrounded by a
turreted wall. He is accompanied by a man on foot. To the right
of the villa two figures (one greatly damaged) and two dogs
depart for a hunt. In the bottom register, the woman stands on
the left, leaning on a column. Next to her is the chair from which
she has risen. She holds a mirror (the mosaic has suffered
damage here) in her left hand and wears a fillet, pendant
earrings, and a dress with a jeweled neckline. A male figure to
her left carries a basket of roses. To her right, a (damaged)
kneeling figure offers her fish while a female attendant holding a
rectangular box offers a necklace, which the standing woman

extends her hand to take. On the right side of the register,
the master of the house sits on a backless chair. One man
brings him a basket of grapes and a rabbit, while another
offers a scroll inscribed ‘IU[LIO] DOM[INO].’ The subject
of the mosaic may be a conflation of seasonal ceremonies
in which clients paid homage to their landlord by giving
him gifts from the estate’s land, thus affirming his status.42

It is significant that the inscription includes the title
“Dominus.” The four meanings of the word, as analyzed
by Shaw, were god, property owner/slave master, patron,
and father. The title was inextricably linked to the domus
as well as to the patriarch’s control over the household.43

It is not immediately obvious how the images of the
woman and her slave fit into this program. It has been
suggested that the woman’s leisurely activities are
juxtaposed with the man’s more active power and
occupation as landowner, or, on the other hand, that she is
included because she may have helped to manage the
estate, or that she is considered a product of the estate like
the plants and animals.44 There is no single answer; it is a
multivalent image for which elements of each
interpretation could have been seen by different viewers

who projected their own identities and cultures onto the
monument. Another reference, the woman’s explicit emulation of
Venus, is similar to the image of Projecta on the casket. In the
scene in the upper register, the garment slipping off her shoulder
identifies her with Venus Genitrix, goddess of marriage and
family.45 In the lower register, her gestures of looking in a mirror
while reaching for a necklace from a casket associate her with
mosaic images of Venus in her marine triumph, and the pose of
leaning on a pillar echoes contemporaneous images of muses.
Schneider suggests that the Venus or muse identification would
have been recognized by an educated viewer, who would then
associate the mistress of the house with poetry and literature.46

The Venus evocation also presented her as an ideal wife, mother,
and beauty. The image of the wife in the process of adorning
herself, and her seductive pose with dress slipping off her
shoulder, emphasize her fertility and role in the household. Other
viewers who did not perceive the reference would have seen her
precious objects such as mirrors and jewelry as the accoutrements
of the aristocratic occupant of the villa. Her place in relationship
to the dominus is clear, as an object of beauty and household
success set amongst the fruits of the land. 

Of the works of art in question, only the Dominus Julius
mosaic and the Projecta Casket include inscriptions, but all

must have been understood as referring to the members of the
household for which they were commissioned. Although the
figures depicted do not appear to be individualized, this is not
uncommon for the period. In late antiquity, portrait features
generally lacked specificity because portraits were used instead
to convey virtues or social values.47 The emphasis on possessions
and fine dress and the depiction of villas on the Projecta Casket
and Dominus Julius mosaics are typical of the late empire, where
the culture of display was prevalent among the status-conscious
aristocracy.48 This period is characterized by a breakdown in the
centralized authority of the government and by the growth of a

Fig. 2. Dominus Julius Mosaic (4th-5th century), 18'6" x 14'9". 
Bardo Museum, Tunis.



patronage system wherein the local elites adhered carefully to
prescribed codes of conduct. Thus, the aristocracy relied on one
another for recognition. It was important for the elites to make
clear their places in the hierarchy,49 and attention to one’s
physical appearance was a way to do so. Jewelry was large and
showy in late antiquity, as seen in the bracelets, earrings, and
wide collar necklace of the seated woman in the Sidi Ghrib
mosaic and by the similar necklace Projecta wears.50 Jewelry was
also valuable as a form of highly concentrated property, as were
the portable objects such as the gold and silver vessels depicted
on the Projecta and Sevso Caskets and the Sidi Ghrib mosaic.51

Mirrors, too, were a luxury, particularly the horizontal-handled
variety seen held by slaves on the caskets and Sidi Ghrib
mosaic.52 It is natural that the elite would want to visually
celebrate and commemorate such wealth. 

Including images of slaves certainly would have been part of
the late antique interest in displaying possessions. Servants were
often depicted within dining scenes, along with food and serving
implements, in late antique mosaics and wall paintings.
Dunbabin concludes that images of slaves within a dining
context were intended for the occupants of the room, who would
have seen the slaves serving their food, echoing the decoration.53

The importance of slaves being seen was explained by
Athenaeus (ca. 200 C.E.), who quotes a guest at a dinner party as
saying, “In contrast [to the Greeks] every single Roman…buys
himself the greatest number of slaves he can….most Romans
have the greatest possible number so that they can accompany
them on excursions.”54 Most domestic slaves performed no real
labor in terms of manufacture or economic production but
instead served as evidence of owners’ wealth.55 In the images
under discussion, the slaves all appear young, healthy, and well-
treated. In fact, household slaves were subject to physical
examination when they were purchased. Those more attractive
were chosen, it seems, to be domestic slaves because they would
be seen and appreciated by the family and their guests, and they
were well-dressed as we see in the art.56 Along with the furniture
and decoration of the house, what the slaves wore also was an
indication of their master’s status.57

It seems that the images reflect the reality of the time in
terms of the focus on attractiveness of portable objects,
personal adornments, and slaves. Are the relationships
between the mistress of the house and her slaves accurately
depicted, however? The images seem to idealize slaves’
relationship with their mistresses, where such a calm working
environment was not a given. Dehumanization and violence
are defining qualities of the institution of slavery, yet the slaves
appear content.58 An essential element of the institution is
slaves’ being kept in a constant state of fear––of physical abuse
or sale to another owner––as a means of control, as was the case
in the Roman Empire in late antiquity.59 Corporal punishment,
usually by the whip, was commonplace.60 According to a
Constantinian decree of ca. 319, a slave owner would not be
guilty of murder if he or she beat a slave to death while
administering discipline.61 Punishment through mutilation,
such as cutting ears and slitting noses, was common, although
some Christian writers such as Clement of Alexandria criticized
corporal punishment of slaves.62 In John D’Arms’s discussion of

slaves who worked as food and wine servers, he asserts that,
despite the gratifications such slaves would have of wearing
nicer clothes or of eating higher-quality food than fieldhands,
their proximity to the master also meant they were watched
more closely and were more readily abused.63 Macrobius writes
in the early-fifth century in his Saturnalia, that “we make
[slaves] our enemies by the inordinate pride, insolence, and
cruelty that we show toward them, when luxurious living
makes us so prone to anger that to be crossed in anything leads
to an outburst of violent rage.”64 The shared housebound
situation of female slaves and the mistress of the house, as
emphasized in the silver caskets where scenes are revealed
behind curtains, could have created stress among them. A
common trope in Roman literature is the out-of-control woman
beating her slaves. Saint Augustine in Confessions describes a
domestic life of constant tension between his mother and her
slaves because of their similarly constricted circumstances.65

Both free wives and slaves were outsiders whose
incorporation into the patriarchal household was essential to its
success.66 One of the most important roles of the paterfamilias was
the disciplining of wife, children, and slaves, and the appearance
of such discipline to outsiders was even more important during
the late empire.67 Thus the master’s power over his property, his
slaves, and his wife and mother of his children are implicitly
present in the mosaics and caskets, although the man himself is
never depicted within the same space as the women. The images
construct ideal behavior on the parts of the slaves and the wives.
The master’s successful management of the slaves would have
been evident in their obedience as well as in their knowledge of
their place within the household, as the art reveals. One need for
such imagery showing slaves working may have resulted from a
social phenomenon identified by Evans Grubbs, who finds that
by the beginning of the fourth century, social distinctions between
slaves and the free had become blurred in many instances.68 The
status of the slaves is made clear through position and size in the
images. They stand while their mistresses remain seated (with the
exception of the bottom register of the Dominus Julius mosaic,
where the mistress stands next to her recently vacated seat). On
the caskets, a smaller scale is used to show the low rank of the
slaves, and on the Projecta Casket, the slaves are separated from
Projecta by columns. Bradley discusses the importance of
constant coercion in keeping slaves in their appropriate places
within the household,69 and such visual reminders could have
played a significant role. 

The behavior of the elite man’s slaves and wife was part of his
own self-fashioning of power within his household and in socie-
ty.70 Augustine actually uses the language of slavery in
considering the relationship between husband and wife: “a man
whom she served as her lord.”71 The women are not depicted
with any active role in the running of the household, although
many may have played a role in home management. As Kampen
notes, the need to show women as passive objects of others’
attention and wealth was paramount among the elite.72 The need
for control of wives may have been especially important in the
fourth century, when women were declared legally independent
upon the death of their fathers, even if they were married.73 They
were no longer transferred to the control of their husbands upon
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marriage, nor did they have a guardian.74 A Roman girl brought
to her married household her own property, including slaves and
portable objects, and kept legal ownership, if not control, of the
property.75 It is a bringing of property to Projecta’s husband’s
house that Schneider sees depicted on the back lid of the Projecta
Casket.76 The slaves depicted in all of the images, therefore, could
have technically belonged to either the master or the mistress.
Despite these increasing degrees of power, weakness was con-
sidered to be the key characteristic of women’s natures and the
basis of all legislation concerning women.77 Such perceived weak-
ness would require the command of a man, and constant
reminders of one’s place.

The master of the house’s choice of depicting his wife at her
toilet was deliberate. Unlike the scenes of slaves serving guests
within a dining context, in imitation of what those dining in the
home were actually seeing, guests would not have witnessed the
woman of the house dressing.78 Adornment in the home did not
take place before the eyes of others. Clement of Alexandria
confirms: “By day [vain women] stay closeted up, devoting
themselves to their toilet….”79 By depicting the women adorning
themselves, the images permanently commemorate them in the
act of making themselves beautiful for the view of others. Wyke
writes that women’s bodies themselves are like toilet articles,
ultimately for possession and pleasure.80 This concept is
evidenced literally in the funerary inscription for a woman
named Anica Faltonia Proba, which calls her “the adornment of
the Amnii, Pincii, and Anicii” (Roman family names).81 Bartky
notes that throughout history, the beautification routine itself has
been an act through which women have internalized patriarchal
oppression.82 While the adornment constructs the woman, the
image itself is a construction of ideal womanhood. It is an
idealized image as well as a disparaging one; the perceived
narcissistic weakness of women is revealed in the monuments.
What is common to all of the images is the mirror held up to the
woman’s face.83 In contrast, in late antique art there is a lack of
depiction of the act of spinning wool, which is extolled in
literature and numerous funerary inscriptions as a virtuous
activity for women; no images of non-mythological women
spinning survive.84 

Adornment can not only be a symbol of patriarchal control,
but in late antiquity it was also considered a powerfully
seductive act, as the Church Fathers’ prescriptions against it
attest.85 The vita of the fifth-sixth century Saint Matrona of
Perge shows the link between caring for the body and sex,
through her avoidance of bathing and intercourse with her
husband as examples of her ascetism.86 The emphasis on vessels
on the caskets and Sidi Ghrib mosaic underscores the seductive
aspect of adornment; traditionally in Greco-Roman antiquity
the presentation of vessels to a woman before her wedding day
referred to her fertility.87 On the Projecta Casket and Sidi Ghrib
mosaic, the mistresses appear to pin up or take down their hair,
an act which had seductive connotations as well. The hair was
charged with sexual power, and its control was important.
Roman hairpins were often decorated with finials in the form
of Venus or Eros.88 Tertullian, in his treatise De virginibus
velandis, explains that Paul’s injunction in 1 Corinthians 11 that
women’s heads be veiled was to prevent angels from being

sexually tempted.89 An adult woman’s loose hair was also
associated with unrestrained emotion; a dramatic moment in
the early-third-century martyrdom of Perpetua occurs when,
after she is thrown into the arena, she first covers her thighs
with her garment, “more mindful of her modesty than of her
suffering,” and then calls for a hairpin to control her hair, “lest
she should seem to mourn in her hour of glory.”90 The male
gaze would have seen both the mistress and the slaves assisting
her as objects of desire.91 As depicted on the monuments, both
the wives and female slaves are young and attractive. Because
female slaves were often the objects of sexual abuse by their
male masters, there are a number of laws concerning ancillae
who gave birth to their master ’s children.92 According to
Salvian, writing in fifth-century Gaul, “slave women were
forced to obey their immoral owners against their will; the lust
of those in a position of authority left those subjected to them
with no alternative… women were not permitted by their
shameless owners to be chaste, even if they had wanted to.”93

Salvian also wrote, “When the head of the household
behaves like the husband of the slave girls, his wife is not far
removed from the status of a slave…”94 Yet free wives did have
varying degrees of agency, and might have taken a positive
message from the imagery. Although men would have gained
pleasure from the submissive and erotic connotations of the
imagery, women even might have helped to choose or approve
it. The perception of one’s honor was paramount in the late
Roman Empire, and a free woman’s honor may have been
strengthened by visually differentiating her from slaves in
household decoration. Elsner wrote about the emphasis on
Projecta’s beauty and seductiveness in addition to her
comparison to Venus.95 The women in all the images are
depicted with precious belongings, and they could have
derived pride from both their ownership of these as well as
their being depicted as beautiful 

What would these personal slaves, privileged in some respects
above others yet as dehumanized and exploited as any, have seen
in these artworks? The images could have reflected the positive
aspects of their relationship with their mistress. A female
domestic slave serving a mistress in such a personal capacity
would have had knowledge that contradicted her status.96 The
housebound situation could create not only stress but also a
degree of intimacy with the mistress.97 The intimacy was brought
about as well by the nature of the work, as it was considered
improper for men to attend to female bodies in the bath or in
medical matters.98 Such closeness would breed loyalty. There is
evidence that in the earlier empire, female domestic slaves had
higher manumission rates than male slaves, and Treggiari
proposes it was because of this loyalty between women.99 Proof of
such loyalty is seen in the eastern empire, where there are several
recorded instances of freed female slaves following their
mistresses into ascetic Christian communities and the former
slave owners having to learn domestic work.100 In terms of the
artworks, loyalty is rewarded by the slaves’ being permanently
commemorated, and plays a part in their owners’ coercion and
control of them. They also may have gained status by being
permanently depicted. According to literary, epigraphic, and
sociological evidence, in a large household with numerous staff,
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the status of a domestic slave working for the head of the
household was higher than that of the slaves who cleaned or
worked in the kitchen, and especially higher than those who
worked outdoors. Labor roles were clearly delineated, which
helped both staff morale and the status of the owner.101 Such
slaves’ names sometimes appear in depictions of them, showing
their importance over other slaves.102 Close relationships are
revealed on slaves’ funerary inscriptions where masters are
sometimes referred to as “parens.”103 Slaves took their master or
mistress’s praenomen and nomen when freed.104

In conclusion, seeing themselves in these pictures enhanced
the slaves’ sense of superiority within the household staff and
fostered their loyalty, while reinforcing their subservient position
in relation to the family. The women would have seen themselves
as seductively attractive and in the highest echelon of society, yet
engaged in an unproductive and narcissistic task. While visually
constructing the wives and slaves as part of the household along
with property such as jewelry and precious portable objects, the
portraits emphasize the wives’ and slaves’ beauty, dependence on
the paterfamilias, their removal from their own extended
families, and their status and roles within the household. •

Marice E. Rose is an Assistant Professor of Art History at
Fairfield University in Connecticut.
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Wack! Art and the Feminist
Revolution
edited by Cornelia Butler and 
Lisa Gabrielle Mark
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles and MIT Press, 2007

Reviewed by Karen Kurczynski

Alandmark exhibition, “Wack!” was
the first of its kind to present not just

the spectrum of what has become canoni-
cal second-wave feminist art—itself never
comprehensively presented in a single
exhibition before—but also to update that
history by including an international
selection of women artists who made
more or less explicitly feminist work start-
ing in the late 1960s. The exhibition
spanned the period of 1965 to 1980 and
included artists and groups from the
United States, Central and Eastern
Europe, Latin America, Asia, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand. It was not a
truly global show, lacking a significant
number of contributions from Africa and
Asia, and in that sense it maintained the
Western definition of feminism as an
explicitly Euro-American movement.
This conception of feminism remains
extremely fraught in non-Western soci-

eties, and to give substantial weight to
those areas would have made it a differ-
ent show.1 Along with Global Feminisms,
the 2007 Brooklyn Museum exhibition
curated by Maura Reilly and Linda
Nochlin, and the “Feminist Futures” sym-
posium at MoMA in January of the same
year, “Wack!” ushered in what has been
referred to as a landmark “year of institu-
tional consciousness-raising.”2 The excite-
ment it generated was justified overall, as
it included an astonishing array of
groundbreaking works never before seen
by many younger feminists, but it ran into
minor snags in marketing (the odd title
and controversial cover image choice for
the catalogue). 

The range of media was truly
astounding. It conveyed a clear message
that this women’s work laid the
groundwork for a broad spectrum of
contemporary art, as curator and
catalogue editor Cornelia Butler
productively argues in her text (17).
Equally important, it proved that
deliberately reaching beyond the bounds
of mainstream art to work that is overtly
experimental and directly challenging to
the social precepts of high art, in this case
attacking not only the gender hierarchy,
but all sorts of other exclusions based on

social identity, proves that in an art world
increasingly dominated by the capitalist
market, authentically critical content can
still be monumentally celebrated. This is
work that would once have been called
“avant-garde,” a specter that these
women rebelled overtly against when
they realized that its group structures,
purportedly so critical of the mainstream
society, profoundly internalized everyday
sexism. I raise this specter of the
revolutionary avant-gardes of the early
twentieth century to observe that, as the
exhibition’s title signals, this work
belongs in that canon, even if or perhaps
because the classic avant-garde Oedipal
drama of the young artist symbolically
killing her artistic and political fathers
might be a fresh and productive way to
acknowledge the profound radicality of
this impulse, and raise new questions
about where it has led us today.

In the catalogue, Butler lays out the
main goal of the exhibition, to foreground
the central role of feminist art in pioneer-
ing techniques and media fundamental to
the work of contemporary artists: those
explicitly drawing on feminist art history,
like Janine Antoni and Andrea Zittel, and
those more spectacularly “successful”
ones whose debt to it has gone unac-
knowledged, like Matthew Barney. The
catalogue opens with hundreds of color
plates, grouped thematically and docu-
menting works by more than 120 artists.
A biographical section in the center of the
catalogue, with entries on each artist,
makes a strong feminist statement in
itself, insisting literally on the centrality of
personal stories in a professional context.
The texts provide detailed information
and references on many artists for whom
little is available in English. The final cat-
alogue essay, “The Feminist Nomad: The
All-Woman Group Show,” by Jenni
Sorkin, provides a critical overview of the
all-women exhibitions and periodicals
produced worldwide as organs of femi-
nist activism, and a useful discussion of
the cultural/radical split within femi-
nism. The catalogue closes with an equal-
ly valuable chronology of all-women
group exhibitions from 1943–83, a sort of
art-activist checklist preceding the exhibi-
tion checklist itself. 

Ten more catalogue essays investigate
particular aspects of feminist art in a

REVIEWS

Fig. 1. Wack! Art and the Feminist Revolution, installation view. In the foreground, Lorraine
O’Grady, Mlle Bourgeoise Noire (1980). Photo by Matthew Septimus. Courtesy P.S.1
Contemporary Art Center.
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broad range of perspectives. Marsha
Meskimmon’s “Chronology Through
Cartography: Mapping 1970s Feminist
Art Globally” makes an admirable
attempt at a “conceptual decolonization”
(325) of the standard imperialist story of
feminism as an Anglo-American initiative
only subsequently taken up or waiting to
be taken up in non-western contexts.
Meskimmon’s arguments are sound for
examining feminist interventions spatial-
ly in the context of global cultures rather
than in a temporal framework maintain-
ing the old center-periphery or pioneer/
influence models. Her examples, howev-
er, require greater detail to flesh out these
observations. The juxtaposition of
Anglophone feminist projects from the
U.S., Britain, and Australia—Martha
Rosler’s Bringing the War Back Home col-
lage series (1967–72) placed in relation to
Rita Donagh’s Evening Papers (Ulster 1974)
(1974) and Joan Brassil’s Can It Be that the
Everlasting Is Everchanging (1978)—does
not explain the works in any depth or
their necessary connections. The Brassil
piece, which refers to indigenous
Australian cosmological beliefs in a
gallery installation, also operates in prim-
itivist terms, seemingly within the very
colonialist paradigm that Meskimmon
argues so powerfully against. Her discus-
sion of works dealing with sexuality and
the body connects the more explicitly con-
ceptually related work of Sonja Ivekovic,
Yoko Ono, Carolee Schneemann, Rebecca
Horn, and Senga Nengudi, all key artists
with work prominently displayed in the
exhibition. Yet the new terms she mobi-
lizes to frame these works, “an embodied
female sexuality and an ‘enworlded’
sexed subjectivity” (331) seem unchanged
except in theoretical jargon from the very
Anglo-American concepts of sexuality
and the body which she aims to decenter.
The essay struggles to fully incorporate
the artistic implications of such necessary
rewritings of the relationship between
feminism and colonialism. 

Abigail Solomon Godeau writes of
early feminist artists and photographic
self-portraiture in “The Woman Who
Never Was: Self-Representation,
Photography, and First-Wave Feminist
Art.” She provides a valuable reminder
of the real complexity of feminist
practices in the 1970s, arguing that

women artists like Hannah Wilke and
Friedl Kubelka who investigated their
own image by means of conceptual and
body art practices conducted systematic
interrogations of the complex operations
of identification, rather than re-playing
the essentialist notion of identity
subsequently attributed to them. Peggy
Phelan provides a concise but
substantial account of feminist
performance art and the politics of touch
in “The Returns of Touch: Feminist
Performances, 1960–80,” which
highlights work by primarily non-
American artists, from Atsuko Tanaka’s
Electric Dress (1956) to Valie Export’s
Tapp und Tastkino (1968). Richard
Meyer ’s essay, “Hard Targets: Male
Bodies, Feminist Art, and the Force of
Censorship in the 1970s,” expands the
definition of feminist art by addressing
artists and issues not foregrounded in
the exhibition, all relating to depictions
of the male body by a gaze that is female,
heterosexual, and feminist. Artists like
Joan Semmel, Linda Nochlin, Eunice
Golden, Sylvia Sleigh, Hannah Wilke,
and Anita Steckel, herself founder in
1973 of the Fight Censorship group of
women activist-artists, established the
feminist view of the explicit male body
as sexual and political object, a subject
censored and marginalized in both
mainstream art and accounts of
feminism. Meyer’s article revisits a little-
known chapter in the history of early
1970s feminist art. His eloquent account
of the censorship of artworks actively
reclaiming phallic imagery for feminist
desire and critique provides a much-
needed counter to the dominance of
central-core imagery during those years. 

Catalogue contributors Judith Russi
Kirshner, Valerie Smith, and Nelly
Richard also expand the discourse of fem-
inism toward greater cosmopolitanism,
writing about feminism in Italy, in
African-American culture, and in the
struggle against Chilean dictatorship,
respectively. All three essays examine
issues broader than the exhibition of his-
torical women artists’ work. Kirshner’s
text, “Voices and Images of Italian
Feminism,” focuses on the work of three
critics with varying relationships to femi-
nist activism: Lea Vergine, Annemarie
Sauzeau Boetti, and Carla Lonzi. Her

essay raises significant questions about
the role of female critics as advocates of
feminist artists, the general shifts in the
role of the art critic in the 1960s and 1970s,
and the complex political identifications of
feminists and women who sympathized
with feminism in Italy. It identifies the
restricted critical landscape developed as
a result of male critics like Germano
Celant and Achille Bonito Oliva market-
ing exclusive groups of male artists
internationally as the greatest contribu-
tions of Italian contemporary art.
Although the writing of the essay shares a
certain lack of structural clarity with some
of the writers which are its subjects, it
makes significant steps toward piecing
together international historical threads
such as the parallels between Vergine’s
groundbreaking retrospective catalogue
of women artists in the European avant-
garde and the efforts of critics like Linda
Nochlin and Ann Sutherland Harris in the
U.S.,3 or the impact of French feminist the-
ory on understudied women artists like
Carla Accardi or Gina Pane. In her brief
essay “Abundant Evidence: Black Women
Artists of the 1960s and ’70s,” Valerie
Smith situates the stories of prominent
black women artists like Faith Ringgold
and Howardena Pindell within the broad-
er context of black feminist organizing.
Nelly Richard’s article, “Fugitive
Identities and Dissenting Code-Systems:
Women Artists During the Military
Dictatorship in Chile,” provides a similar
account of several Chilean artists’ prac-
tices, from Virginia Errázuriz’s dispersed
installations of everyday objects to
Catalina Parra’s use of stitching and
embroidery to signify the gaps and sub-
texts concealed by the pro-dictatorship
jargon of the daily paper El Mercurio. 

Helen Molesworth contributes a valu-
able discussion of the fraught possibilities
of signifying feminist content in contem-
porary painting in “Painting with
Ambivalence.” The essay is notable for its
insights into the ways abstraction and
feminism as apparently exclusive cate-
gories have occluded our understanding
of these works, but also for the way it
examines two white and one African-
American artist in terms of comparative
aspects of their work, rather than address-
ing the biographical commonalities of the
artists’ social identities, as in the previous
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three essays. Catherine Lord’s “Their
Memory is Playing Tricks on Her: Notes
Toward a Calligraphy of Rage" discusses
Louise Fishman's series, the Angry
Paintings (1973), reunited for the first time
in the exhibition. Lord’s powerful prose
opens the essay by declaring Carolee
Schneemann’s Interior Scroll (1975)
“expansively and stubbornly queer” (441)
for its specifically vaginal rawness. The
essay examines the impossibility of visual-
izing lesbianism in the public sphere, and
describes Fishman’s radical exterioriza-
tion of volatile emotion in sloppily scrib-
bled painted words, a profound epiphany
and turning point in her work. When I
saw them hanging in a room with Senga
Nengudi’s stocking sculptures, paintings
by Joan Snyder and Mary Heilmann, and
a large Lynda Benglis latex floor piece
from 1969, they looked less artistic than
painfully literal in their violent emotional
registerings, although Paula Cooper noted
of the series in 1973, “They’re art, but I
don’t know what else they are” (448). It
was Lord’s eloquent text that enabled me
to understand them as art (even if they
were immediately contextualizable in
visual terms as feminist foreshadowings
of contemporary gallery-friendly bad-boy
painting by artists like Josh Smith). Yet
their challenge to my own aesthetic
assumptions in the end was much more
valuable than the canonization of safely
pioneering works of “quality” feminist
art—a problematic also directly addressed
in Molesworth’s essay. The resistance of
the Angry Paintings to art historical cate-
gorization and their radical heterogeneity
from all the other objects in the show sum-
marizes the historic and aesthetic contri-
butions of the exhibition as a whole. As an
erratic archive of lesbian personal and cul-
tural connections driven equally by poli-
tics and desire, their presence was the
revenge of a repressed subculture, one of
many at last given their due in Wack!, from
a twenty-first-century point of view at
once experimental and retrospective. 

For a show that has been accused of
being both didactic and chaotic, the exhi-
bition foregrounded the visceral impact
of the works to an extraordinary degree.
With such an extensive catalogue at hand,
I welcomed the lack of heavily didactic
wall text that characterizes the exhibitions
of P.S.1’s Manhattan branch. The installa-

tion allowed works to hang partially in
one room and partially in another, for
example displaying Mierle Laderman
Ukeles’s famous “Maintenance Art” man-
ifesto in a white-box gallery while the
photos of her doing the performances
remained in the hall, thus connecting con-
voluted spaces to each other in a way that
seemed overtly social. The sprawling
exhibition, with its various sections flow-
ing into each other across the network of
rooms and hallways of the schoolhouse-
museum, evoked a genuine space of
experimentation and collective explo-
ration, even learning, that characterized
the work of these artists, some of whom
were only marginally connected to the
mainstream art world. 

Feelings of invigoration and inspira-
tion marked my experience of old
favorites that I had never before seen in
person. Joan Semmel’s bodily distortions
were delightfully vivid, Audrey Flack’s
iconic still-life Marilyn (Vanitas) of 1977
was powerful in its unexpected scale, and
the two examples of Miriam Schapiro’s
“Ox” paintings produced a graphic
impact. Lorraine O’Grady’s glove dress
for Mlle Bourgeoise Noire (1980; Fig. 1) was
intriguing, shown in combination with the
series of photos of the performance (usu-
ally represented by only one shot taken
out of context). I was engrossed by
Harmony Hammond’s pillowy sculpture
Hunkertime (1979–80), fascinated by
Rebecca Horn’s projected videos of herself
performing in sculptural prosthetics
(1970–73), and amazed by Judy Baca’s
iconic mural Uprising of the Mujeres (1979).
The show did an excellent job of juxtapos-
ing well-known feminist works with
works by those notoriously excluded from
mainstream discourses at the time, like the
black women’s collective “Where We At,”
represented by a series of historical
posters (c. 1980), and artists working out-
side the U.S. whose work is little known
here, like Maria Lassnig, Kirsten Justesen,
and Sanja Ivekovic. The “Where We At”
posters hung on the wall between Judy
Baca’s mural and a set of mixed-media
documents of Bonnie Sherk’s The Farm
(1974–80), a multipurpose community
garden and art space making use of sever-
al bits of unused land beneath a freeway
overpass. Such juxtapositions effectively
made visible the radical heterogeneity of

approaches and media at the time. The
exhibition also highlighted feminism’s
conjunction of art and activism, giving
weight to manifestos and documentation
of work developed out of collective organ-
izing, such as Suzanne Lacy’s Prostitution
Notes (1974), alongside more monumental
artworks. 

The lack of consideration for film and
video was a real loss in what was
otherwise such a rich exhibition. Just a
few moving image pieces were singled
out for full-screen projection, and the rest
were shown on small monitors
throughout the gallery. It was difficult to
see so many of these works in one visit.
Including a DVD with a selection of these
works in the catalogue could have
improved the chances not only of seeing
but also teaching this work. 

“Wack!” had many puzzlements, some
of which have been noted elsewhere. It
included artists who were opposed or
indifferent to feminism like, respectively,
Jay DeFeo and Lygia Clark, and works
that had no clear relationship to feminism
such as Ketty La Rocca’s text piece
Verbum, Parola, Mot, Word (1967).  The
exhibition also deliberately sidelined or
reworked major themes of 1970s feminist
art, namely Goddess imagery, femmage,
and the ongoing question of eco-femi-
nism. While I welcomed the redefinition
of Goddess imagery to include works that
were more critical and secular than mysti-
cal and celebratory, such as O’Grady’s
Mlle Bourgeoise Noire performance artifacts
and Ulrika Rosenbach’s video Don’t
Believe I’m an Amazon (1975), the almost
total omission of works related to the
Pattern and Decoration movement of the
late 1970s and Miriam Schapiro’s “fem-
mage” seems like an oversight, particular-
ly in a contemporary context rife with
returns to decoration and craft. The
absence of a deliberate investigation of
eco-feminism,4 a term with critical impli-
cations today whose various definitions
usually invoke the work of Ana Mendieta
and Bonnie Sherk, both included in the
show, seems equally unfortunate.  

The title was also notoriously anom-
alous. “Wack!” implies a nonexistent
acronym, which makes an ambiguous
statement about the wealth of feminist
organizations formed in the 1970s and
1980s and their relative dearth today. Its
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male sexual connotations are provocative
in conjunction with the cover image of
Martha Rosler’s 1966–72 collage Hot
House, or Harem, from the Body Beautiful,
or Beauty Knows No Pain series, a paper
collage of variously tanned and artificially
posed 1960s Playboy models multiplied to
a grotesque and ridiculously synthetic
profusion of female bodies.5 More puz-
zling, the title appropriates a negative
slang term (if I said “‘Wack!’ wasn’t
wack!” would you roll your eyes?). The
controversy over the catalogue cover art
was warranted. A catalogue cover
inevitably becomes iconic. To choose such
an overt pastiche—a notoriously elusive,
deliberately imitative but satirical poetic
form—for this significant role becomes a
confusing statement precisely because of
the sophisticated subtext of the artwork. A
work that depicts the female body as an
active agent or as grotesque, a video still
by Lynda Benglis or Anna Maria
Maiolino, for example, would have made
an unequivocal cover statement, rejecting
the female body as spectacle. Rosler’s col-
lage, while part of a critical series of early
works by the artist, is less effective as an
advertisement for the show than many
other works in the exhibition. Mary Beth
Edelson’s response, a second version of
the collage with the faces of famous
women artists (including Rosler) plas-
tered onto the Playboy bodies, was a droll
souvenir available in the P.S.1 giftshop,
but could not make up for a missed
opportunity. 

Overall, the Wack! exhibition was a
landmark event and the catalogue an
invaluable resource for its scholarly exam-
inations, biographical information, and
wealth of visual material. It allows for a
broader and more complex understanding
of the relationship between feminism and
art than previously possible. Its critical per-
spectives provide a welcome complement
to the first-person artist perspectives often
foregrounded in discussions of feminism.
Perhaps most importantly, the catalogue
firmly situates feminism in the plural, as a
cross-cultural debate entwined with paral-
lel struggles for the rights of lesbians,
minorities, children, sex workers, mothers,
immigrants, and other marginalized iden-
tities, which may or may not include
artists. The rich range of feminist material
production appears as alternately exciting

and challenging today as it did thirty years
ago. It is a sign of renewed engagement
with the ongoing feminist struggles to
which this art continues to speak.•

Karen Kurczynski is a Visiting Assistant
Professor of contemporary art and critical
theory at Massachusetts College of Art,
and co-president of the Radical Art
Caucus of the College Art Association.
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1. See, for example, the Joan Kee’s article

“What Is Feminist About Contemporary
Asian Women’s Art?” in Global Feminisms:
New Directions in Contemporary Art, ed.
Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (New York:
Brooklyn Museum/Merrell, 2007).

2. Phoebe Hoban, “We’re Finally Infiltrating,
ArtNews (February, 2007), available online at
http://artnews.com/issues/article.asp?art_id
=2215. Accessed July 17, 2008. 

3. Lea Virgine, L’altra metà dell’avanguardia,
1910–1940: Pittrici e scultrici nei movimenti
delle avanguardie storiche (Milan: Il
Saggiatore, 2005), originally published
1980; Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda
Nochlin, Women Artists 1550–1950 (Los
Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of
Art/Knopf, 1977).

4. The French term écofeminisme was coined
in 1974 by Françoise d’Eaubonne in Le
féminisme ou la mort (Paris: Pierre Horay,
1974), but it was popularized in the U.S. by
Mary Daly in her book Gyn/Ecology: The
Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1978). 

5. See the discussion of the title and cover art
by Richard Meyer, “Feminism Uncovered,”
Artforum 45, no. 10 (Summer 2007): 211–12. 

the meeting co-chairs, includes an index,
biographies of contributors, and eighteen
black and white illustrations. Its wide-
ranging topics and perspectives are
divided into four sections: Leadership,
Criticism, Collaboration, and The Work.
Each includes essays on the subject
history and on practices and issues
currently being debated among feminists. 

The first section, Leadership, includes
several fascinating essays on the history
of the WCA (founded 1972), on the
recipients of its Lifetime Achievement
Awards (with a useful list in the
appendix), and even a history of feminist
art journals that includes the WAJ (the
only survivor) written by current co-
editor Joan Marter. The essays in
Criticism, the second section, critique
such things as the institutional exclusion
of Latina and Chicana artists, the
appearance and disappearance of the
nude, public art, and blogs as sites for
feminist activities. Next, Collaboration
offers discussions of the various ways
women have collaborated on art projects,
how they have mentored each other, and
even mother-daughter art making. The
final section deals with specific works of
art from both the artists’ and the critics’
perspective.

The editors invited all of the writers to
think about where their evolving work
fits into the history of feminism. This is an
issue most clearly stated in two essays—
Dena Muller’s “The Burden of Inclusivity:
Second-Wave Feminism and the Third-
Wave Era,” and Maria Elena Buszek’s
“Perma-Wave: Bridging Feminism’s
Generation Gap.” The “discourse” in the
title of the book seems to be most clearly
played out in the reflections offered by
these two younger feminists. Muller was
part of a panel discussion in 2003 that was
sponsored by Veteran Feminists of
America. As the director of the A. I. R.
Gallery, Muller had looked forward to
meeting some of the superstars she had
learned about in her women’s studies
classes. But as one of the few women
under forty in attendance, she grew
dispirited by repeated references to the
“lack of interest, involvement, knowl-
edge, and respect” supposedly evident in
younger women (103). Finally, the panel’s
organizer called on Muller to speak to the
issue. She says she decided to play with

Blaze, Discourse on Art,
Women and Feminism
edited by Karen Frostig and 
Kathy A. Halamka
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007

Reviewed by Pamela H. Simpson

This impressive collection of thirty-two
essays, first presented as part of the

Women’s Caucus for Art (WCA) national
meeting in Boston in 2006, is an excellent
introduction to contemporary second-
and third-wave feminist artists’, critics’,
and historians’ points of view.  The hard-
bound, 417 page book, edited by two of
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After the Revolution:
Women Who Transformed
Contemporary Art
by Eleanor Heartney, Helaine Posner,
Nancy Princenthal, and Sue Scott 
Prestel, 2007

Reviewed by Janet Marquardt

Although the authors originally
envisioned including more than

three dozen “women who transformed
contemporary art,” in this volume, their

editor recommended covering fewer
artists in greater depth,  according to
author Sue Scott.1 After the Revolution:
Women Who Transformed Contemporary
Art is a collection of essays on twelve
female artists. I applaud that decision,
but, at the same time, regret the result. 

As growing numbers of women
successfully enter the art profession and
make significant contributions, the list
becomes unwieldy. Authors such as
Whitney Chadwick––whose Women, Art,
and Society (now in its expanded fourth
edition) does a marvelous job of

surveying the increasing exposure of
women’s work in international art
expositions and introducing new
names—can only provide limited
information about individual artists.
Chadwick’s book covers several
centuries, but the latest final chapter
serves as a source book on current work,
much like Lucy Lippard’s Mixed Blessings
did in the 1990s, introducing tantalizing
glimpses of new work worthy of notice.
We need a book that brings these artists to
life, showing us their work, their
messages, and the contexts of their lives.

the word “veteran” in the name of the
group and use it as a political metaphor.
She asked the group to consider the rela-
tionship between the veterans who had
fought for freedom and those who now
occupied the liberated territory. Was it
right for the veterans to resent the
younger women for exercising the free-
doms the older women had fought so
hard to win? She argues that the most
important aspect of third-wave feminism
is the inclusion of “younger people, of
people of color, of feminist men, of gender
justice ideologies, and of activist strate-
gies” that may not have been part of the
American second wave (104). She cites as
examples work that addresses such things
as immigration, postcolonialism, trans-
gender identity, queer culture and
eroticism. Her call is for established
women’s organizations to be more empa-
thetic and inclusive.

Buszek echoed similar feelings and
gave as an example her experience at the
WCA Boston meeting where she heard
older women repeatedly complaining,
“Where are the young feminists?” Buszek
was sitting right next to one of the ques-
tioners and as she looked around she
noted at least a third of the audience was
under forty. Was the problem the inability
of the older feminists to SEE the younger
ones? In frustration, Buszek finally got up
and said, “We are right here. Right next to
you” (134). She compared the older femi-
nists to (ironically) a group in a football
huddle at halftime, going over the game
plan, exhausted, and wondering where
their relief was coming from. Meanwhile

the younger feminists sat on the bench
waving their arms, saying, “Here I am,”
but those in the huddle were so pro-
grammed by their hierarchies and
assumptions that they didn’t hear them,
and the rookies were so intimidated by
the superstars in the huddle that they did-
n’t dare go up and tap them on the
shoulders. There they were, “ready, will-
ing, unnoticed” (134). The problem was
not the wholesale rejection of feminism
that many older feminists assumed, but
rather a shift of venue. If younger femi-
nists were not allowed to play on the old
field, then they would create one of their
own. The older women, who should have
been coaching them, were either unaware
this was happening or had little interest in
acknowledging it.

In thinking about the models of
second- and third-wave feminism,
Buszek came up with an alternative she
calls the “perma-wave.” Rather than
looking at the first wave (eighteenth to
early-twentieth centuries), second wave
(1960s to 1980) and third wave (1980 to
now) as opposing generations, she
proposes that we think of the wave
metaphor as a structure that “allows for
feminist scholarship to ‘flow’ as it were
toward individuals, movements and
practices” (137). In other words, just as
the water in a wave is carried forward
and then flows back to be part of the
next building surge, all feminists are part
of this fluid, ongoing development. We
should recognize evolving feminisms,
not generational labels. We do not have
to see differences as problems. We are all

part of a present that is evolving and
redefining feminism.

That spirit of dialogue between young
feminists and the pioneers is evident
throughout the volume. Several essays
look at specific historical issues such as
Harriet Senie’s gender reading of New
York’s public memorials. Others examine
specific projects and works of art such as
Mari Novotny-Jones’s performance piece
in which she disguised herself as a maid
at the Sheraton where the conference was
taking place. Her interactions with
conference-goers and hotel staff alike
showed her just how invisible a
uniformed servant could be.

Indeed, the major message of these
various essays is that we are entering a
new era of feminism where global issues
of social justice and ecology weigh as
much as traditional ideas about glass
ceilings and discrimination. Women
have acquired substantial authority as
art historians, artists, and critics in recent
years. Contemporary feminisms must
reflect those multiple voices. Instructors
looking for a way to present those points
of view to students would be well
advised to consider the essays in Blaze as
a starting point for a new history.  We
will all benefit from this thoughtful and
thought-provoking book. •

Pamela Simpson, a long-time reviewer
for WAJ, is the Ernest Williams II
Professor of Art History at Washington
and Lee University in Lexington, VA.
She is currently at work on a book on
corn palaces and butter sculpture. 
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From its title, After the Revolution: Women
Who Transformed Contemporary Art would
at first appear to be a goddess-send,
referring to Linda Nochlin’s 1971 Art
News essay as a starting point and
celebrating the wealth of change in the art
world for women since. 

Prefaced, briefly, by Linda Nochlin,
who reminds us that “contemporary
women artists as a group need to be sin-
gled out for critical attention” (7), the book
draws out the question of whether
“genius” and “greatness” are still at issue
or whether the revolution has indeed
managed to change the paradigm, as she
called for in 1971. The answer is guarded.
Nochlin, for one, brushes the question
aside when she says “‘great’ or not is
beside the point today,” emphasizing
instead these artists’ “vitality, originality,
malleability, an incisive relationship to the
present and all it implies and an ability to
deal with darkness and negativity and
ambiguity” (8). Serving as sources of
“inspiration and stimulation” for younger
artists, these key artists, she writes, have
become “both revolutionaries and post-
revolutionary at the same time” (8). The
authors’ co-written introduction rephrases
Nochlin’s original call for change as a
challenge to improve “the conditions
under which women artists work” (9),
and they admit that she warned against
finding a few superstars to consider the
battle won. They believe, rather, that the
“cumulative weight” of the achievements
of their featured artists might “demon-
strate an underlying institutional shift
during the past thirty-five years” (10). 

In the end, the authors chose twelve
artists, and while we may appreciate
them, we may also question some of the
authors’ decisions. The authors, all critics
and curators, write from the perspective
of the exhibition essay about living artists
whom they have chosen to stand as
models. Arranged chronologically, they
begin with Louise Bourgeois, who was
born in 1911, and end with Dana Schutz,
who turned thirty  in 2006. Their
chronicling of each artist is a bit
disappointing, treating all their work as
equally important and singling out no
piece for in-depth analysis. In fact, the
ability of each author to introduce a
critical perspective depends a great deal
upon the work she is covering. Artists

such as Nancy Spero, Ann Hamilton. and
Shirin Neshat engage in levels of
profound introspection which enrich any
interpretative writing. In fact, authors
Eleanor Heartney and Helaine Posner
make particularly valuable contributions
in the way that they introduce cultural
contexts and compare the work of other
artists with that of their subject matter,
showing influences among them and
introducing more artists for readers’
exploration. All of the essays attempt this
at some level, making the book a
launching point for further studies. At the
same time, this tendency raises the
perennial question: Why do some artists
rise to the top while others remain
obscure? Is it really only the quality of the
work? What did the writers see in these
artists over others? (I was hung up for a
while making lists of the names I felt they
had left out, or given short shrift, or that I
would have substituted for some of their
choices.) I fussed about the fact that
nearly all the artists selected live in New
York (is this another outdated paradigm?)
and the predominance of U.S. artists. I
was uneasy about the premise of
selecting names to associate with the
transitive properties of the verb “to
transform” when serving the object
“contemporary art.” I finally settled
down and decided to read the essays. 

It became clear that there was a
strong desire to represent varied media
and different attitudes about the role of
women as “contemporary” artists.  The
final twelve included artists who began

before a feminist voice was recognized
(Bourgeois, Spero), paid little attention
to the issues (Elizabeth Murray), made
work that has been read both for and
against the cause (Cindy Sherman),
made the most radical statements about
women’s physical presence (Kiki Smith)
and intellectual power (Marina
Abramovic), took the newest directions
in their medium (Jenny Holzer,
Hamilton), or represented non-Western
voices (Neshat) or fresh takes on tradition
(Judy Pfaff, Schutz). The authors have
attempted to chart a growing awareness
among women in the United States that
their art could express difference and
effect change. Yet for Neshat, Ellen
Gallagher, and Schutz, the subjects of the
final three essays and who have been
exhibiting only fourteen, thirteen, and
five years, respectively, one could hardly
say they have already “transformed”
contemporary art. The contrast in the
length of the individual bibliographical
material (a nice bonus along with the
index) could not be more striking—
Schutz has three entries whereas the older
artists weigh in with documentary
citations in the many dozens. Perhaps the
authors are projecting promising trends,
relying upon their joint expertise to
choose the next generation, It is a trap of
course, pitting the danger of choosing too
soon against affecting the outcome by the
very act of inclusion. And yet why not?
Male critics have fingered the “geniuses”
of the past for generations, so maybe it is
time women picked women and selected

Fig. 1. Nancy Spero, Notes in Time on Women II (Panel 17, detail) (1979), handprinting, gouache,
typewritten texts, and collage on paper, overall 20” x 219’. Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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Russian Modernism
Between East and West:
Natal’ia Goncharova and
the Russian Avant-Garde
by Jane Ashton Sharp 
Cambridge University Press, 2006

Reviewed by Cheryl Kramer

Over the course of the past twenty
years Russian art of the Silver Age

has received much scholarly attention in
the West through exhibitions and
publications. Much of this research has
focused upon the avant-garde, including
the role of women. Jane Ashton Sharp’s
Russian Modernism between East and West:
Natal’ia Goncharova and the Russian Avant-
Garde, the first monograph on
Goncharova in English since Mary
Chamot’s Goncharova Stage Designs and
Paintings (1979), is a welcome addition on
this subject.1

Natal’ia Goncharova (1881–1963) was
born in Negaevo in the Tula province to
an impoverished aristocratic family with
strong ties to the Russian Orthodox
Church. Before moving to Moscow in
1893, she spent her childhood at her
grandparents’ estate. This period in the
Russian countryside together with
subsequent return visits would prove
pivotal to her later artistic development,
both formally and ideologically. When she
enrolled in sculpture classes at the
progressive Moscow School of Painting,
Sculpture and Architecture,2 Goncharova
met Mikhail Larionov. The two became
lifelong companions as well as artistic
partners, and their relationship would
have a profound effect on the promotion
and public reception of the artist and her
work. 

Goncharova, labeled by the press as a
member of the vanguard youth, became a
leader of Neoprimitivism, a profoundly
nationalistic art movement whose

members turned to native traditions, such
as icons, lubki (popular prints), carved
wooden toys and painted shop signs, as
sources of inspiration. Neoprimitivism
was also characterized by a strong interest
in pictorial elements of color, texture, line,
and volume, which resulted in a
monoplanar representation, the denial of
spatial depth, the use of patterning, and
the blending of text and image. 

The development of Neoprimitivism
should be viewed within the context of
anti-academicism. Goncharova’s antago-
nism towards academic art was fostered
during her tenure at the Moscow School.
She also used the East–West debate as a
tool of confrontation. Neoprimitivism
arose from the fusion of Eastern and
Western forms, and, as she acknowledges
in her statements, Goncharova worked
through a series of Western styles before
arriving at her own Neoprimitivist style
(271–73; 276). She originally synthesized
French trends to explore pictorial prob-

not just the artists but the standards, too.
None of these artists is merely throwing
materials around, hoping they will land
in an artful way which some critic will
champion. The question of why these
twelve were selected is never clearly
answered, but the choices are powerful
and the writing is clear and informed. In
fact, the final two selections are both
painters (Schutz more than Gallagher, but
both work primarily in two-dimensional
media) with highly charged social
commentary and historical references,
denying the demand for ever more radical
art forms to guarantee notice and success.
In a way, the entire book sets up this
essential characteristic of women’s art—in
some aspect every artist covered accessed
forms, stereotypes, voices, materials, and
traditions either ignored or barely tapped
by their male contemporaries but shaped
into powerful statements of women’s
presence and critical thought. For
instance, Posner chronicles Nancy
Spero’s incorporation of French feminist
theory with work that responds to
Cixous’s écriture feminine with a new
peinture feminine (Fig. 1). Finally, the style
of the essays might point to another

aspect valued in feminist discourse—
comparisons between artists are even-
handed, supportive rather than
destructive, subverting the traditional
model to bury the competition. 

It is instructive to note how much of
this material still refers to the authoritative
voices of men: critics, historians, fathers,
partners. Certainly we want male critics
and art historians examining female work,
and we continue to evaluate the impact of
relationships and artistic exchanges (see
for example WAJ 28-2 dedicated to Lee
Krasner). But one can nearly chart the less-
ening of that impact from the older to the
younger artists (at what point do the
authors stop quoting Robert Storr?) as the
need to link the stylistic influence of male
partners on women’s work seems to fade
and the possibility of reversing the flow—
women influencing men—gains validity.
The authors end their introduction with a
word about nostalgia and the commemo-
rative aspect of it being thirty-five years
and counting since Nochlin’s key essay.
They prefer to see the work as “a hopeful
beginning” rather than the last word,
intended as “an expanded approach to
viewing and judging art as well as making

it” (26). With only twelve examples from
among the dozens of women who could
have been chosen to represent artists
“transforming” the norms for contempo-
rary art, this volume falls short of fulfilling
the patent need for a broader survey text-
book on contemporary women in art.
Nevertheless, though most certainly only
a beginning, this book is an excellent
incentive to mount more solo exhibitions,
dedicate more catalogues, write more
monographs, and generally bring more
critical scholarship on women to students,
scholars, and consumers.•

Janet Marquardt is Professor of Art
History and Women’s Studies at Eastern
Illinois University. She is lead author of
Frames of Reference: Art, History, and the
World (2005) and publishes widely in
medieval architectural heritage, most
recently From Martyr to Monument: The
Abbey of Cluny as Cultural Patrimony (2007). 

Notes
1. For the authors’ presentation at The New

School, Oct. 10, 2007, see http://fora.tv/
2007/10/10/Women_Who_Transformed_C
ontemporary_Art.
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lems and question the existing art stan-
dards in Russia and thereby stimulated
change in Russian painting. By 1911, how-
ever, she had turned back to the East,
which she considered the source of all
artistic innovation,3 and in 1913 she
became more aggressive in her stance.4 In
their “Rayist and Futurist Manifesto,”
Goncharova and Larionov proclaimed
that the West had a negative effect on the
East and on art in general, “We are against
the West, which is vulgarizing our forms
and Eastern forms, and which is bringing
down the level of everything.”5 This vehe-
ment denunciation further suggests that
the artists were anxious to disassociate
themselves from Western styles and to
assert the primacy of their own style,
Neoprimitivism. 

Russian Modernism between East and
West is based upon the author ’s Ph.D.
dissertation, which provided a feminist
reading of Goncharova’s oeuvre and her
reception in pre-Revolutionary Russia.6

Sharp, an Associate Professor of Art
History at Rutgers University, has
expanded her original manuscript to
include an extended reading of
Orientalism as it pertains to Russia, and
particularly Goncharova and Neoprimit-
ivism. The text begins with Goncharova’s
declaration of 1913 that, after “pass[ing]
through all that the West can offer at the
present time…. I now shake the dust
from my feet and distance myself from
the West” (1). The author then
reconstructs and critically examines
Goncharova’s professions of cultural
identity, and how the practices that
underpin them defined Russian
modernism at a pivotal moment between
the 1905 revolution and the beginning of
the First World War. She posits that
Goncharova’s work was in fact “a
radically revisionist cultural project,”
given the artist’s attitude towards artistic
agency (1). Goncharova, in her return to
the East, her promotion of Neoprimit-
ivism, and her diversity of style and
media, contradicted the image of the
European master, and, as Sharp asserts,
“cast doubt on the homogeneity of
modernist discourse”(2). 

Sharp reconsiders Goncharova and
her significance “in light of her different
stake in modernist art history,” and posi-
tions the artist in opposition to the then

“emerging narrative of originali-
ty,” which by 1913 had become a
prevailing concern, or “hide-
bound of holies,” in contemporary
criticism (2–3). Building upon
recent scholarship, particularly
that of Parther Mitter, John Clark,
and Peter Wollen, in chapter one,
“Orientalisms,” Sharp builds a
framework for Orientalism in
Russia.7 She situates the Russian
intelligentsia’s East and West
binary within an Orientalist con-
text and traces the shifting of these
terms in a greater discourse on
national identity found in avant-
garde texts. In chapter two, “A
Westernizing Avant-Garde,” she
then presents the contemporary
critique of Muscovite avant-
garde’s focus on the West and
contextualizes Goncharova’s turn
back toward the East. 

Sharp proceeds in chapters three and
four, “Art into Life,” and “Nationality on
Display: Official Exhibitions, Avant-
Garde Interventions,” respectively, to
shape the impact of the promotion and
reception of exhibitions of the avant-
garde in Moscow on the East-West polar-
ization, exploring Goncharova’s role. In
chapter four she traces  Goncharova and
Larionov’s construction of national iden-
tity through their choice of artists and
works exhibited between 1909 and 1913.
She expands this discussion to include
collecting practices of both the avant-
garde and the wealthy bourgeoisie. 

Chapter five, “Orientalism in Reverse,”
discusses the duality of ornament, which
on the one hand transcends time and cul-
tural difference while simultaneously
marking a historically and culturally spe-
cific place, in relation to Goncharova’s atti-
tudes towards copying. Here Sharp
argues that Goncharova’s focus on orna-
ment and the copy was meant to exalt the
collective traditions of the East in contrast
to Western individualism. She then pro-
ceeds to reappraise the artist’s body of still
life paintings based upon the motif of the
copy, such as Still Life on a Tiger Skin (1908;
Fig. 1), Still Life (Scrolls and a Stone
Statuette) (1910), and Chinese Still Life
(1910). Most compelling in this chapter is
her discussion of Goncharova’s Harvest:
Composition in Nine Parts and Grape

Gathering: Composition in Nine Parts (both
1911), in which she demonstrates
Goncharova’s sophisticated engagement
with technique, history, and theoretical
constructs. 

In the sixth chapter, “Antiartist: The
Year 1913–1914,” Sharp focuses on
Goncharova’s solo retrospective exhibi-
tions in Moscow and St. Petersburg.
Through critical reviews of Goncharova’s
series of paintings and drawings, Sharp
argues that Goncharova’s reception “as
paragon of radical form and feminist pol-
itics merges the twin discourses of gender
and national identity” (231). While Sharp
discusses gender throughout the text, she
does it most fruitfully in this chapter, pre-
senting gendered, narrow contemporary
readings of the artist and her work. 

After reconstructing Goncharova’s piv-
otal role in shaping the avant-garde in
pre-Revolutionary Russia, in her conclud-
ing chapter, “Two Paradigms for Russian
Modernism,” Sharp examines how
Goncharova’s art can be valued today. She
points out that the artist would have been
congruent with the present-day global
culture, given her engagement with tech-
nique, her open view of authorship, and
her theories regarding identity. In debunk-
ing such myths as artistic autonomy,
period style, and historical narrative as
myths of cultural dominance, the author
establishes Goncharova’s importance as
fundamental to Russian modernism.

Fig. 1. Natal’ia Goncharova, Still Life on a Tiger Skin (1908),
oil on canvas, 55” x 53 3/4”. Museum Ludwig, Cologne.
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Finally, Sharp closes with a discussion of
Goncharova’s legacy compared with that
of the Russian Suprematist Kazimir
Malevich, highlighting the historical and
biographical factors, such as war and a
changing national imperative, that led to
the championing of his language of myth
and parable, of geometry and color. 

The chapters are organized thematical-
ly, and presented roughly chronologically,
with subheadings further clarifying their
extensive themes. The appendices provide
useful English translations of five impor-
tant texts by Goncharova and Larionov,
including Goncharova’s “Creative Creed.”
The sixteen color plates and 173 black-and-
white illustrations and photographs are
well-placed and complement Sharp’s dis-
cussion; however, an increased number
and range of color illustrations would
have visually underscored the theoretical
and stylistic multiplicity of Goncharova’s
work and the development of her oeuvre
more completely. While her Russian-lan-
guage source material includes recently
released material and is comprehensive,
her bibliography of post-2001 English-lan-
guage material is surprisingly less so.

In this significant publication, more
appropriate for a specialized, scholarly
audience steeped in postmodern dis-
course, Sharp expertly conveys the
complexity of Goncharova’s work and
that of her dialogue with her sources. She
explores as well the extent of her discourse
with contemporary artists, critics, and her
audience. She successfully addresses the
contemporary binary view of the “civi-
lized” West and “barbarian” Russia. Her
reading of the vanguard radicalism of
early-twentieth-century Russian mod-
ernism could have been sharpened,
however, with more explicit discussion of
the political and social statements that
heighten the complexity of Goncharova’s
work. This layer of meaning, together
with the necessary stylistic, cultural, and
historical perspective, was lost on her
Western audience when, after four years
in Switzerland, Spain, Italy, and France,
she and Larionov settled permanently in
Paris in 1919. And, as Sharp acknowl-
edges, the Russian-specific dialogue also
was largely lost on her new audience,
leaving her categorized as a decorative
artist. Indeed, this is a minor criticism, as
such a discussion and its necessary read-

ing of Goncharova’s oeuvre should be the
subject of its own text, and Sharp paves
the way for such complementary treat-
ment of this pivotal artist’s work. 

Russian Modernism between East and
West is an important publication that not
only redresses the lack of a current
scholarly English monograph on
Goncharova, but also advances
considerably our understanding of the
Russian avant-garde.•

Cheryl Kramer, Assistant Professor of
Art History and Handwerker Gallery
Director at Ithaca College, teaches
courses in contemporary art, Russian art
and museum studies. She is currently
working on projects involving Natalia
Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov’s
Neoprimitivist depictions of outsiders in
Tsarist Russia.  

NOTES
1. Mary Chamot, Goncharova. Stage Designs

and Paintings (London: Oresko Books,
1979). Seven years earlier Chamot published
a monograph on Goncharova in French.
Gontcharova (Paris: La Bibliothéque des
Arts, 1972).

2. The Moscow School was established as an
art society in 1833 and recognized as an
institution of higher education in 1843. It
offered the only real educational alternative
to the Imperial Academy in St. Petersburg,
to which it was subject. Known for its liberal
approach to teaching, the Moscow School
boasted a more progressive faculty and thus
attracted artistically and politically open-
minded students.

3. Goncharova, “Preface,” See John E. Bowlt,
ed. and trans., Russian Art of the Avant-
Garde: Theory and Criticism 1902–1934
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), 57–58.

4. Larionov and Goncharova, “Rayists and
Futurists: A Manifesto,” Oslinyi khvost i
mishen (Moscow, 1913). For an English
translation see Bowlt, Russian Art of the
Avant-Garde, 87.

5. Ibid., 90.

6. Jane Ashton Sharp, Primitivism, ‘Neoprimit-
ivism’ and the Art of Natal’ia Goncharova,
1907–1914.” (Ph.D. diss., Yale Univ., 1992).

7. Parther Mitter, Art and Nationalism in
Colonial India, 1850–1922 Occidental
Orientations (London: Cambridge, 1995);
John Clark, “Yoga in Japan: Model or
Exception? Modernity in Japanese Art
1850s–1940s: An International Comparison,”
in Art History, 18, (1985): 253–85; Peter
Wollen, “Fashion/ Orientalism/the Body,” in
New Foundations, 1 (1987): 5–53.

May Stevens
by Patricia Hills
Pomegranate Communications, 2005

Reviewed by Gylbert Coker

During their thirty-plus-year friend-
ship, Patricia Hills and May Stevens

(b. 1924) had numerous conversations
which Hills taped, including a marathon
nine-hour session in August 2002. These
tapes became the foundation for this
book. The result is a conversation with
Stevens that is intimate and personal.

It is rare that a writer captures an artist
speaking so freely in her own voice. Such
scholarly prescience here makes for an
insightful engagement with the artist that
affords the reader human drama, philo-
sophical musings, as well as information
on how Stevens constructs her art. From
the outset, Hills tells us the idea was para-
mount that the conversation “should be
read as a seamless conversation” (preface,
n.p.). To this end, there is an element of
free association in Stevens’s conversation
that sometimes leads her off topic to a dis-
tant memory; reminiscent of Gertrude
Stein. It is just this kind of self interrup-
tion, yielding sidebars of mini ideas or
musings, that makes the conversation so
alive and spontaneous. Stevens is a good
conversationalist, and in her own quixot-
ic way she tells us about her life, her
mother and father, her brother and his ill-
ness. She talks about her art, how she
develops her style, and why she has
strong feelings about such issues as war,
racism, feminism, and her mother.

The conversation begins with, “I love
story, I love narrative, I use it in my work.
I tell stories. The stories are anecdotes
about events; and they’re selected
because they mean something to me. I
choose them because I see meaning in
them” (11). This very statement takes us
off on a clear and open road. No stop
signs, no lights. This feeling of “listen-
ing” to Stevens without interruption
provides a surprising, multi-leveled and
surreal exposé of Stevens's philosophy of
life and art—the history she has lived, the
art world in which she works and social-
izes, and her personality.

We learn, for example, that her
preoccupation with racial issues has to do
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with her reaction to her father’s racism. It
seems that her relationships with African
American artists were maintained within
a racial context. To Stevens's credit, she
does acknowledge her bias. She tells us
about one such  relationship: 

In the 1970s I became friends with
Vivian Browne, who worked with
me in the women’s movement and
whom I invited to join Heresies. She
was very instrumental in seeing
that Heresies did an issue on race.
We went to Cuba together. We
roomed together when we went to
Washington, D. C., to the College
Art Association. When I started to
be close friends with Vivian I was
conscious of the fact that I might
say the wrong thing, I might do the
wrong thing, I might offend her
without meaning to. It seems to me
that if you do not live among black
people, then you don’t always
know how they are thinking and
what their needs are, or their
thoughts, their sensibilities, and
their sensitivities (37).

What a fascinating passage to illustrate
how Stevens believed that people's
thoughts and desires were racially based
rather than basically human.

After Stevens left home and moved to
New York, she enrolled in The Art
Students League, where she met Rudolf
Baranik. A Lithuanian Jew and a World
War II veteran, he was attending school
on the G.I Bill. The two artists fell in
love, got married, and went to live in
Paris where the “real” artists were
working. The couple sailed for France in
1948 and for the next three years
remained in Paris, where their only
child, Steven, was born. One passage
about life in Paris speaks to the
treatment of female artists during that
era. When one of her professors,
following a dinner in the couple’s
apartment/studio, looked at several of
Stevens’s paintings, he remarked that he
found her not to be honest, because her
painting was too strong for a woman.
Stevens says: “I was amazed, deeply
hurt, unable to speak. Actually, I didn’t
like his work either” (20). 

Hills reminds us how the Vietnam War

polarized the nation and the world in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. Stevens saw in
this great divide an alienation like that
within her family—between her parents,
and between herself and her parents.
Stevens painted The Family (1967) and The
Living Room (1967), both of which spoke to
this personal alienation. She realized that
the portrait of her father symbolized
issues far greater than her personal feel-
ings about him. During 1967-1968 she
began to explore the possibilities of this
image in Big Daddy and Big Daddy in
Vietnam. As her father’s image gradually
lost its individuality, “Big Daddy”
emerged as a unique iconographical
image that came to embody a broader
psychological and political reality for her
(33). By transforming his particular char-
acteristics into the iconic authoritarian
image of “Big Daddy,” she broadens the
dialogue to capture the essence of cultural
imperialism, taking the discussion beyond
merely talk of race and ethnicity to domi-
nance of one power over another. This can
be male dominance over females, one
nation or religion over another, and so on.
In fact, the sections on Stevens’s experi-
ence with her father helps us better
understand the fear and trepidation of
many people feel toward the “other.”

Stevens developed the “Big Daddy”
image with a sense of irony and humor
(Fig. 1). The image is flat, with a limited
range of colors, and “Big Daddy is bald,
squat, and wrinkled, like the bull dog in
his lap. Over time, with a nod to Francis
Bacon, Stevens’s brushwork became
lush and the compositions more
Baroque, creating a figure that seems to
be dissolving into itself, or disappearing
behind the twisted United States flag of
red, white, and blue. Stevens received
critical attention for the “Big Daddy
series.” Indebted in style to Pop Art, and
in political fervor to her strong anti-war
sentiments, these images were among
the earliest attacks on our policy in
Vietnam by an American artist.

As a child, Stevens was an avid read-
er, and she spoke to Hills about how she
transforms the energy she gets from lit-
erature into her artwork. "Kafka says if
we lose that ability to feel for others, we
have lost a lot” (29). Hills brings out
how Stevens embraces Kafka’s words in
her continued pursuit of human under-

standing and compassion for others. 
Hills references Stevens’s methodolog-

ical process as being based upon a
willingness to deconstruct existing stylis-
tic systems to re-construct her visual voice.
She talks about Stevens’s representations
being a complex dialectic. Her paintings
embody the performative act of making
the picture within the finished material
work. That is to say, there are several activ-
ities taking place at the same time. First,
the artist’s conceptual process is that of the
testimonial journalist—using personal
experiences to tap into universal themes.
Her involvement in the 1970s with various
women’s awareness activities enabled her
to bring into her work experiences, mem-
ories, and feelings about gender and
power relations. Second, her range of
painterly techniques—size, surface, paint
touch, matte versus iridescent qualities of
pigment, montage effects, trompe l’oeil
effects, layering, patterns—all lend them-
selves to a surface that expresses an
emotional state of agitated anxiety.

In the 1970s and 1980s, as Stevens
became involved with women’s rights,
she joined with other feminists in exhibit-
ing images of women. She began her
Ordinary/Extraordinary series, which
includes images of her mother, Alice. The

Fig. 1. May Stevens, Top Man, (1975), acrylic on
canvas, 60" x 40". Courtesy Mary Ryan Gallery,
New York.
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The Figurative Sculpture of
Magdalena Abakanowicz:
Bodies, Environments and
Myths
by Joanna Inglot
University of California Press, 2004

Reviewed by Mary Ball Howkins

The trajectory of Magdalena
Abakanowicz (b. 1930) from postwar

Poland to international renown is a story
of an exceptional artist’s strategic choices
made in exceptional circumstances.
Joanna Inglot’s lucid, in-depth study, The
Figurative Sculpture of Magdalena
Abakanowicz: Bodies, Environments and

Myths, presents a double unveiling con-
cerning Abakanowicz’s career as a young
Polish artist, then internationally ranked
sculptor. First, it reveals a new perspec-
tive on Abakanowicz’s oeuvre by
grounding it in the unique evolution of
the twentieth-century Polish cultural
landscape, including detailed accounts of
Poland’s postwar generation of artists,
sociopolitical developments, as well as
rural folk traditions, all mostly uncharted
in the previous literature on the sculp-
tor’s work. Inglot accomplishes this by
mining Polish literature, art journals, and
archival materials, and by conducting
personal interviews in the artist’s country
of origin. Secondly, the study reveals the
degree to which Abakanowicz deftly

shaped her public artistic identity in
international circles, effectively mytholo-
gizing it and her art. Indeed, Inglot has
structured her monograph to demytholo-
gize the sculptor’s artistic persona and
career to date, beginning with the artist’s
autobiographical narrative “Portrait X
20” (1978-80), and disclosed over the
book’s entirety the extent to which igno-
rance of Polish art contributed to North
Americans’ and Western Europeans’
seduction by that constructed narrative. 

“Portrait X 20,” Inglot points out,
was written at a turning point in
Abakanowicz’s career and presents her
as a socially isolated outsider, driven by
imagination, a deeply personal intuition,
and a desire to be viewed as a mystic. Yet

large size of of works such as Alice in the
Garden (1988-89) underscores the monu-
mentality of women who devote their
lives to their husbands and children. In
this series, we are asked to consider
women whose lives have brought them
little joy, but rather sadness, disappoint-
ment, failure, and isolation. The four fig-
ures of Alice are larger than life and float
in a sea of green, which underscores her
emotional state (the gestural brush-
strokes and the shift in tone from a bright
welcoming green to shades that progres-
sively grows darker). Her hands are fold-
ed in her lap, her feet are placed in vari-
ously closed positions, and her face looks
downward. At no time does she engage
the viewer. 

Hills perceives a Jungian sensibility in
Stevens that holds that beneath one’s pri-
vate memories is a symbolic association
common to all women (68). In Ordinary/
Extraordinary, Stevens juxtaposes Alice
with Rosa Luxemburg, an educated
woman who became an international the-
oretician, organizer, and actual world-
changer. Stevens wants her viewers to
consider the reality of all women within
the confines of a male dominated socio-
political-economic construct: whether
uneducated or educated, or with limited
or unlimited choices, women within the
male controlled paradigm are “others”
and remain in varying degrees isolated.

In 1996, Stevens was drawn to a

newspaper article about a murdered
child, Elisa Izquierda, who had been
abused by her mother and her mother’s
boyfriend. Wanting to represent the
unrepresentable, Stevens turned to Pablo
Neruda’s poem Explico Alguans Cosas (I
explain a few things) in which Neruda
determines that metaphors can not
accomplish this task: “Y por las calles la
sangre de los ninos/corria simplamente,
como sangre de los ninos” (and through
the streets the blood of children simply
runs like blood of children) (81). Stevens
approached the problem using collage to
create the Tic-Tac-Toe series, incorporating
fragments of newspaper clippings or
degraded photocopies of them. According
to Hills, Stevens chose to engage in a
contradictory act: to create an imagery of
Elisa and other children from the
newspaper photographs, and then
methodically to destroy those images, by
tearing at them and pressing burning
cigarettes into their images. Through the
process of mimicking the original creation
of a child by a man and a woman and
then the destruction of that child through
physical and psychological abuse, Stevens
hoped to approach the horror of the
original acts of abuse. Stevens’s intention
is not, states Hills, to provide an actual
emotional experience, but to offer a
“pickax” cathartic release (67). 

Earlier, in works like Sea of Words
(1990-1991), Stevens incorporated words

in a different format. In this painting, four
rowers appear as distant white forms on a
shifting word-sea of green. Explaining the
value Stevens finds in inscribing words
into her paintings, Hills writes, "Facing
the contradiction between painting as
performative process and as finished
exhibition-worthy product, [Stevens]
selects the process, thereby resolving the
Yeatsian choice between ‘perfection of the
life, or of the work’” (79).

Almost 120 images—more than ninety
in full-color—represent the scope of
Stevens’s long career, starting with her ear-
lier work, including her Big Daddy Series
and a powerful group of social protest
paintings (1967-1976), through her recent
series titled Rivers and Other Bodies of
Water (2000-present). Also included are an
exhibition history, a chronology, and a
selected bibliography. This is a book that
demands the reader’s attention both intel-
lectually and visually. Skillfully weaving
together the words of the artist, Hills has
enabled the reader to gain insight into the
thought process of Stevens, who uses her
art to unravel and reconstruct various per-
spectives of “truth” that can exist in
human behavior. •

Gylbert Coker, a freelance writer, art
editor, and arts advocate, is a graduate
student in Arts Administration at
Florida State University. 
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Inglot cautions us not to accept the nar-
rative at face value, rather as a strategic
construction, one in fact profoundly
rooted in Polish Romantic heritage,
steeped in nostalgia for the moods and
appearances of an ideal rural Poland, its
cottages, peasant art and forests.

Inglot examines “Portrait X 20” for its
disclosures regarding Abakanowicz’s
aristocratic background, considered a
liability in postwar Communist Poland.
She also looks for its omissions. Two
particular omissions helped guard
Abakanowicz’s family’s anonymity
during an era of Soviet political
repression: there is no mention of the
artist’s uncle, a leader in the World War II
Resistance movement against the Soviet
occupation of Poland, nor is there a
mention of her family’s flight from the
advancing Soviet army. In a short chapter
documenting Abakanowicz’s artistic
education within the Polish cultural and
political setting of the 1950s, Inglot
proceeds to dispel some confusion
regarding the medium that was the
artist’s early training focus—weaving,
despite the artist’s own claim that she
enrolled in a “fine art” program. Inglot
also charts Abakanowicz’s response to
Surrealism and then Constructivism
through artist contacts and the work she
produced during student years. From
1956 to 1960, a thaw in official
governmental policy meant that some
Polish artists were supported in cultural
exchanges with foreign artists from
Europe and North America. Polish art
journals kept readers informed about
new art developments in major
European cities and New York, and this
era of cultural exchange, from which
Abakanowicz benefited, set the ground
work for her emergence on the
international art scene.

The strongest revisionary focus of
Inglot’s study occurs in chapters three
and four. Here the author considers
shifts in Abakanowicz’ approach to fiber
in the context of Polish and international
developments and in the context of the
artist’s manipulation of her relationship
to the Polish government. It was in the
early 1960s that Abakanowicz shifted
from flat wall hangings to an expressive
three-dimensional projection of the
human body and transcended the

traditional “craft” designation of fiber
art in a sculptural series that the artist
called Abakans.

In bringing to light the milieu in
which Abakanowicz turned to relief-like
structures, precursors to the Abakans,
Inglot examines the influence of weavers
such as Maria Laszkiewicz and tapestry
designer Mieczyslaw Szymanski, both of
whom encouraged more sculptural
effects in weaving technique. The author
also makes us aware of the role played
by art informel, encountered by the artist
during a stay in France, in the shift from
“craft” to “art,” as well as the Eastern
European use of fibrous rustic materials
in its weaving traditions. The work of
Abakanowicz’s colleague Wojciech
Sadley is presented as an intriguing
precedent for the sculptor’s expressive
figuration of skin, viscera, and garments
in the Abakans, despite the two artists’
divergent aesthetic goals.

By the 1970s, Abakanowicz was
convinced that “weaving” was a stigma
to be left behind, and she began to
address the human form more directly.
What is unique in Inglot’s account of
this seminal period in the 1970s and
1980s is the degree to which
Abakanowicz’s figuration (for example,
Fig. 1, a standing figure from 1989)
reflects the experience of her Polish
generation as a whole. As an expression
of the vast losses and horrors that
Poland suffered during and after World
War II, the human body emerged as a
dominant motif in Polish sculpture from
1955 to 1980. As is the case throughout
Inglot’s study, the author’s linking of
Abakanowicz’s evolution as a sculptor
in relation to Polish and international
currents is framed to reveal the
uniqueness and power of the artist’s
expressive figuration, rather than to
diminish it. Scarred, pitted, amputated,
and impoverished bodies found
expression in the work of Polish
colleagues in the 1960s and early 1970s.
These gave precedent for Abakan-
owicz’s rugged burlap bodily
impressions in Seated Figures (1974-79),
suggesting the fragility of human
existence. But in addition to such
fragility, Inglot asserts, lies the rich and
transformative organic life of dried soil,
of crusted natural material like stone or

bark. Together these bring to mind the
oppositional cycles of growth and
decline.

Inglot demonstrates that her cycles of
burlap figures manifest the key tenden-
cies in Polish postwar sculpture. Inglot
establishes that Abakanowicz’s genera-
tion of artists found in the shabby and
rough materials of folk expression,
including burlap (adopted by the artist in
the early 1970s), a medium to express
their distrust of material value and
wealth. And they fashioned these same
rough materials into scarred human skin
and hollowed out bodies to express the
suffering and subjugation lived by their
wider Polish generation through a World
War and repressive Communist regime. 

Of particular fascination is the section
on Abakanowicz’s mining of ancient
Polish folk rituals and symbols, which
were given a powerful revival by Polish
Romanticism and incorporated widely
into the Polish cultural landscape—into

Fig. 1. Magdalena Abakanowicz, Standing
Figure on Bench (1989), bronze, 6’ 4” x 1’ 8” x1”.
Courtesy of Contemporary Art Center, Art
Tower Mito, Japan.
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Cindy Sherman
edited by Régis Durand 
Flammarion-Jeu de Paume, 2007

Cindy Sherman
edited by Johanna Burton 
MIT Press, 2006

Reviewed by Michelle Meagher

The cover of the extraordinarily
comprehensive catalogue published

by Flammarion-Jeu de Paume to
accompany a European retrospective of

the work of the American photographer
Cindy Sherman speaks volumes about
the themes and preoccupations of the
artist. It features Sherman's Untitled #360
(2000), depicting an aging woman posing
for her portrait, trying almost desperately
to appear young, hip, and relaxed. She
wears bright red lipstick and black nail
polish; her long hair is brassy and dry,
large moles and nipples alike push
through the cotton of her tight white t-
shirt. The title—Cindy Sherman—is placed
strategically over the woman’s eyes,
obstructing the so-called windows to the
self. The catalogue’s cover thus depicts

the central themes of Sherman’s work: the
impossibility of self-revelation, the
impossibility of discovering the other or
of being discovered by an other, and the
ambivalent relationship that women hold
to the structures of the gaze.

For anyone familiar with Sherman’s
work, it is immediately clear that Untitled
#360 is in fact a self-portrait, or rather a
postmodern variation on the self-portrait.
Sherman is an artist who has staked a
career on making photographs of herself.
In the vast majority of the photographs
she has taken over the last thirty years,
she depicts herself in some form of

theater, literature, and the visual arts.
Ancient Slavic folk and Polish Catholic
ceremonies could be recalled and
attuned to the crowds and gatherings
under Communist rule. Inglot points out
that during the 1970s and 1980s, a period
of intensifying opposition to Communist
rule, cultural traditions and symbols were
appropriated by all competing parties—
the regime, the Church, the organized
opposition to the government, as well as
artists. Yet with the regime collapse in
1986, Abakanowicz’s series of Crowds
(1986-90s) came too late to comment
directly on Communist sociopolitical
policy. Abakanowicz, as indicated in
previous literature on the artist, avoided
being deliberately political.1 Abakan-
owicz’s avoidance of direct political
commentary in her work earned her some
resentment in Poland, yet permitted her to
pursue an international career
unhampered by governmental tampering.
Inglot quotes Leslie Milosky in
characterizing Abakanowicz’s relation-
ship with the regime as “sustained
through symbiotic silences” (98).

In the next to the last chapter, entitled
“Myth and the Sacred,” Inglot does what
earlier historians, including Barbara Rose,
have not. She places in context
Abakanowicz’s self-presentation as
shaman, and the artist’s characterization
of her own work in universal and
mythical terms. Inglot identifies
Abakanowicz as a “new primitivist,” and
aligns her sculptural explorations with
those of Joseph Beuys, Nancy Graves, and

Robert Smithson, among others. These
artists sought, in different national
settings, to link their work with
“prehistoric and archaic systems of
thought and belief” (109). In tracing
Abakanowicz’s fascination with
indigenous cultures and theories of myth
and religion, Inglot considers the
influence of Mircea Eliade, a leading
interpreter of religious experience whose
selected essays were translated and
published in two editions in Warsaw in
the early 1970s. While the artist has not
publicly acknowledged Eliade’s influence,
indeed she seems to have quoted Eliade
almost word for word in 1973 (105). She
mirrored in concept and language Eliade’s
conviction that all people are united by a
shared understanding of the world, as
well as united by the symbols and myths
they generate. Abakanowicz wrote: “In
the unconscious of contemporary man,
mythology is still buoyant…The most
superficial being is crowded with symbols
and the most logical person lives through
images…They are a real and undeniable
part of human nature…”2 It was Eliade’s
universalizing of humanity and human
spiritual life that apparently appealed to
Warsaw’s intelligentsia. Whether or not
Abakanowicz formulated her shamanistic
and universalizing perspective under his
influence may not be definitely
established, Inglot nonetheless forges an
intriguing connection.

The large size and high quality of this
book are commendable and its contents
are eminently readable and useful.

Twelve color and 49 black-and-white
images—an adequate number but not
profuse—are faithful to the author ’s
narrative which grounds Abakanowicz’s
sculpture in an Eastern European milieu.
An extensive bibliography directs the
reader to unpublished material as well
as published. For those like myself, only
tangentially aware of Poland’s recent
history and Eastern European artistic
traditions, a chronology outlining
Abakanowicz’s development alongside
Polish historical events would have been
useful. Yet the book’s informed narrative
does that job so well that this small
lacuna can be easily forgiven.•

Mary Ball Howkins is professor of art
history at Rhode Island College. Her
research focuses on shifting the canon
and, more recently, on the representation
of race and gender in print advertising.

Notes
1. See for example, Barbara Rose, Magdalena

Abakanowicz (New York: Harry N. Abrams,
1994), 8; and Jasia Reichardt, “Magdalena
Abakanowicz,” in Magdalena Abakanowicz,
exh. cat. (Chicago and New York: Museum
of Contemporary Art and Abbeville Press,
1982).

2. See the artist’s 1973 statement in
Magdalena Abakanowicz, exh.cat., 152;
Inglot (131, note 20) translates Eliade’s
writing from the Polish edition, where the
wording is almost identical to Abakan-
owicz’s:  Sacrum, Mit, Historia: Wybor
esejow (Warsaw: Panstwowy Instytut
Wydawniczy, 1970), 37.
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disguise: here, she’s an aging beauty; in
Untitled Film Still #21 (Fig. 1; 1978), she’s a
young blonde in the city; in Untitled #122
(1983) she’s a well-dressed model with
fists clenched in fury; in Untitled #412
(2003) she’s a deranged female clown.
Born in 1954, in Glen Ridge, New Jersey,
Sherman studied art and photography at
the State University College in Buffalo,
graduating with a B.A. in 1976. While at
Buffalo, she was involved with the
Hallwalls group, artists including Robert
Longo, Nancy Dwyer, and Charles
Clough, who shared studio and
exhibition space. A year after graduating,
Sherman moved, with Longo and a
$3,000 NEA grant, to New York City and
began work on her most well-known
series of photographs, the Untitled Film
Stills (1977-1980).

Influenced by the postmodern trends
toward appropriation and deconstruction,
these early images turned on their capaci-
ty to mimic the conventions of mid-centu-
ry popular B-grade film and, specifically,
the publicity stills circulated by produc-
tion companies and movie houses. In the
Untitled Film Stills, Sherman presents her-
self in the guise of film noir heroines, sug-
gesting not only that she can easily inhab-
it any of these characters, but also that the
actresses themselves are ultimately inter-
changeable. In these stills from imaginary
films, Sherman captures the feminist
assertion, which would emerge at the fore-
front of feminist theoretical discussions a
decade later, that femininity is little more
than a performance. The themes of per-
formance and artifice form the foundation
of this series, but they also frame all of
Sherman’s subsequent works—including
that simultaneously depressing and hilar-
ious image that Régis Durand has selected
for the cover of Cindy Sherman, the exhibi-
tion catalogue. 

Durand has executed a remarkably
thorough exhibition that offers both
breadth and depth to its spectators; this
is an exhibit that is sure to please both
the novice and the enduring fan of
Sherman’s work. The works took up
nine rooms at the Galerie Jeu de Paume
in Paris (May 16 to September 3, 2006);
each series was introduced by a short
“lecture” offered by Durand which pro-
vided context, interpretation, and
occasional explanation. Following cura-

torial conventions of chronologi-
cal display, both the exhibit and
the catalogue begin with
Sherman’s juvenilia—recently
released and reprinted photo-
graphs that she produced while
a student in Buffalo. Untitled A to
E (all 1975), for instance, are five
black and white head shots of
Sherman in different guises: a
perky young girl, a glamorous
woman, a middle-aged male
laborer. Murder Mystery (1976-
2000) is a series of images pieced
together to construct a fictional
murder mystery story. Here,
Sherman is a gumshoe detective,
a sultry ingénue, a dramatic
leading man, a compliant maid,
etc. The most exciting addition to the ret-
rospective exhibition is a short film from
Sherman’s art school days in which the
artist presents herself as a paper doll
with a collection of cut-out clothing. The
exhibition presents all sixty-nine original
Untitled Film Stills plus the recently dis-
covered Untitled Film Still #62 (1977).
Subsequent rooms include Rear Screen
Projections and Centerfolds, Fairy Tales,
History, Sex, Horror and Surrealist
Pictures, Hollywood/Hamptons Types,
Broken Dolls, and Clowns.  

Durand’s framing of the hundreds of
images tends toward minimizing
difference by describing the ways in
which the series emerge logically along
the trajectory of Sherman’s work as well
as by drawing frequent comparisons—
thematic and formal—between series.
Indeed, in his general introduction to the
work, Durand emphasizes his
fascination with “its extraordinary
internal coherence” (230). The History
Portraits, for instance, are described as a
“logical extension of Sherman’s work”
(259); the oddly named Civil War
pictures are described as a “logical
extension of the Sex Pictures” (260). This
search for a logical trajectory is
particularly pronounced in Durand’s
discussion of The Clowns. These images,
which occupied the last room in the
exhibition, are described as an inevitable
and logical extension of Sherman’s
“hysterical chameleonism” (268).
Making links between these and Untitled
A-E, originally produced in 1975,

Durand poses The Clowns as the
culmination of all that was embryonic in
Sherman’s earliest work. 

One could not fail to notice the striking
absence in Durand’s text of any new and
productive discussion of the gendered
nature of Sherman’s masquerades. Like
many other critics, Durand falls into the
convention of discussing Sherman’s work
in a gender-blind manner. Although he
gives lip service to the issue of Sherman’s
identity as a woman, he does not signifi-
cantly explore the extent to which her
“gallery of social stereotypes” (236) com-
prises overwhelmingly feminine stereo-
types performed on a body culturally
coded as feminine. Rather than examine
the work’s evocation of the performative
nature of feminine identity, Durand rather
suggests that the work bespeaks the falsi-
ty of all identity. This insistence upon the
work’s neutrality is a purposeful and
intensely troubling blind spot that recurs
in the critical assessment of Sherman’s
work. The neutrality that Durand seems
to unwittingly reproduce is more fully
evident in the second essay in this cata-
logue, J. P. Criqui’s “The Lady Vanishes.”
This essay makes two central points. One
is that the work is not centered on
Sherman’s identity, or even on the ques-
tion of identity itself, as so many critics
have insisted in the past. Rather, Criqui
argues that the work is about the making
of the images, about the process of repre-
sentation: “each picture only relates to
itself” (274). This assertion evades the
insistence of feminist artists and critics

Fig. 1. Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21 (1978),
black and white photograph, 8” x 10”. Courtesy of the
Artist and Metro Pictures.
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that a work of art ought to have some
grounding and potential impact outside
itself. Criqui’s second point, suggested in
his title, is that the work is successful to
the extent that Sherman has managed to
place herself in oblivion, in other words,
she has removed herself from the picture.
Criqui thus celebrates Sherman’s capacity
to make herself invisible. Rendered to
oblivion, Sherman’s gender and the gen-
dered nature of her representational prac-
tices are eclipsed in favor of a neutralized
interpretation that emphasizes the play of
appearance and disappearance. 

To be fair, the catalogue covers the
base of feminism and gender by the
inclusion of a third review essay, by the
feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey. “A
Phantasmagoria of the Female Body,”
which she originally wrote in 1991 for the
journal New Left Review, has been
reproduced several times1 and is also
included in Johanna Burton’s edited
volume titled Cindy Sherman, discussed
below. The focus of Mulvey’s often-cited
essay is on images produced between
1977 and 1987, a ten-year period during
which Sherman’s images underwent a
transformation that Mulvey describes as
a dissection of “the phantasmagoric space
conjured up by the female body, from its
exteriority to its interiority” (286). Her
focus on the specifically gendered aspects
of the work—its exploration of femininity
and the female body—places Sherman’s
work quite squarely within the
discourses of feminist art and feminist
visual culture. Mulvey argues
persuasively here that Sherman’s
imagery evokes the structure and
function of fetishism. The smooth
workings of fetishism are represented in
the Untitled Film Stills, where female
bodies are carefully poised, composed,
and made up. These fetishized idealized
femininities are destabilized in later
works in which the abject is given
representation. Mulvey’s placement of
Sherman’s work within the logics of
feminist visual culture was important
and influential, spurring on a variety of
critical engagements and theoretical
engagements with Sherman’s work (see
my discussions of Krauss and Foster
below). As it appears in Durand’s
catalogue, the essay ends with a short
postscript in which Mulvey says that her

thinking on Sherman has changed since
the original writing of this essay. Now, for
exmple, she is struck by “the way that the
images [refer] to moments of stillness as
the site of uncertainty in cinema” (302).
Sherman’s works can thus be viewed as
closely aligned with Mulvey’s own recent
interest in temporality in film.2 An
exploration of contemporary significance
of Sherman’s work would, indeed, be
beneficial to this catalogue 

Given Sherman’s celebrity stature
within the field of art, it seems surprising
that the catalogue does not carry more
heft. Certainly, it is comprehensive
visually—Durand provides snapshots of
all the images included in his
retrospective as well as more than two
hundred well-reproduced color
photographs. To this extent, it is a
stunning resource for anyone interested
in Sherman’s work. But Durand’s
comments, Criqui’s essay, and a re-
hashing of Mulvey’s well-known essay
on Sherman’s early work do not quite
measure up. Mulvey’s postscript is
ultimately disappointing and only draws
attention to the catalogue’s inadequate
treatment of the issues raised in this essay.
This strikes me as an opportunity lost—
an opportunity to more fully engage the
work after thirty-five years of its
circulation through the field of art. 

To some exent, Johanna Burton’s vol-
ume, also titled Cindy Sherman, offers a

solution to the limitations of the Durand
catalogue. This text is a compilation of the
most important and influential scholarly
analyses of Sherman’s work, beginning
with Craig Owens’s dazzling “The
Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Postmodernism, Part 2,” and culminating
with an essay by Burton herself in which
she draws on Sherman to theorize a
specifically feminine aggressivity in art.
Burton’s Cindy Sherman is the most recent
publication in MIT Press’s October Files
series. Like other texts in the series (which
has, to date, covered artists Richard Serra,
Andy Warhol, Eva Hesse, James Coleman,
and Robert Rauschenberg), Burton’s text
traces the critical discourses that have
been inspired by an individual artist. The
book is not only about Cindy Sherman; it
is also, and indeed more centrally, about
the discourses spinning around Sherman

since the late 1970s. We see here the ways
in which her work was productively
employed in the exploration of key con-
cepts in the field of art—postmodernism,
semiotics, feminism. 

Judith Williamson’s “A Piece of the
Action,” originally prepared for the
influential feminist film journal Screen,
highlights the clearly gendered qualities
of the work and considers it to be
exemplary of feminist art practice. In
Williamson’s view, the work constitutes
a poignant, witty, and intelligent
argument about the representations of
femininity and the potential those
representations—“images of Woman”––
have to seep into the fabric of our
everyday thoughts and feelings.
Sherman’s work is thus said to confound
the distinctions between artificial and
real, between surface and depth, in ways
that alert spectators to the structures of
femininity under patriarchal visual
regimes. If Williamson’s essay writes
hopefully about the power of feminist
art to expose the structures of femininity
as it exists within patriarchal visual
regimes, Abigail Solomon-Godeau’s
essay, written almost a decade later and
also included here, reveals the limits and
pitfalls of feminist art. “Suitable for
Framing: The Critical Recasting of Cindy
Sherman” has long stood at the top of
my list of important scholarly
examinations of Sherman’s work. In it,
Solomon-Godeau offers an incisive
examination of the “apparatus of
publicity” (57) through which Sherman
was able to achieve the status of great
artist in the 1980s. As Solomon-Godeau
points out, by the time that Sherman had
her first major one person show at the
Whitney in 1987, the art critical
scholarship on her work had undergone
a troubling transformation. Primarily
using catalogue and review essays, she
is able to argue convincingly that
Sherman’s work had been recast in ways
that elided and denied the “most
prominent and denaturalizing aspects of
Sherman’s pictures” and that, ultimately,
repressed feminism’s significance as a
term in criticism (53). This is a trend that
has, if the essays by Durand and Criqui
discussed above are any indication,
persisted. Ultimately, Solomon-Godeau
is deeply critical here of art critical
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writing in which Sherman’s clear
emphasis on femininity is neutralized
and read as a universal commentary on
human subjectivity.  

The frequency with which postmod-
ern discourses were employed to frame
the work is made evident by the inclusion
of several essays that align Sherman with
the postmodern aesthetic sensibilities that
were only just emerging with force in the
late 1970s and early 1980s––sensibilities
that were, more often than not, posed in
opposition to feminist politics and critical
practices. Craig Owens’s “The Allegorical
Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Postmodernism, Part 2,” originally pub-
lished in the MIT journal October in 1980,
places Sherman’s work squarely within
the framework of postmodernism.
Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills are on offer
here as exemplary of postmodernism’s
allegorical mode and deconstructive
impulse. In “The Photographic Activity of
Postmodernism,” Douglas Crimp, writ-
ing in the same year, follows Owens in an
exploration of the contours of postmod-
ernism, paying special attention to its
positioning within photographic activi-
ties. He argues that postmodern photo-
graphic art like that produced by Sherrie
Levine, Richard Prince, and, specifically,
Cindy Sherman, contributes to the decon-
struction of art’s aura. The aura of a post-
modern work of art, he argues, functions
through absence rather than presence
and, in this reversal, constitutes a dis-
placement that reveals any aura to be only
an aspect of the copy. 

Norman Bryson also reads Sherman’s
work as deeply influenced by a
postmodern visual regime. In his essay,
“House of Wax,” Bryson argues that
Sherman is one of a number of artists
that, in the face of postmodernism,
turned to abjection as a means of
evoking the horror of the real. Hal
Foster’s essay, originally published in
October and further developed in his
1996 book The Return of the Real,
similarly turns on Sherman’s early 1990s
preoccupation with trauma and
abjection. He argues that this work is
part of a larger art interest in the
problem of the real––an interest spurred
by poststructuralist postmodern
theoretical models that bury the real
behind discourse, and in the realm of the

visual, conceal the real behind a screen
or image repertoire. Foster’s argument is
indebted to Laura Mulvey’s important
1991 essay—also included in Burton’s
volume. Like Mulvey, Foster argues that
Sherman’s work follows a trajectory in
which the body is turned inside out.
While Mulvey reads this turning inside
out as offering a shift in perspective that
defetishizes the female body, Foster
enriches this argument with Lacanian
theoretical observations in order to draw
out the relationship between, on the one
hand, the imaginary, symbolic, and the
real, and, on the other hand, the object-
gaze, the image-screen, and the subjects
of representation. 

Whereas Foster pushes Mulvey’s argu-
ment in a new direction, Rosalind Krauss
is deeply critical of Mulvey’s readings. In
fact, Krauss takes aim at both Mulvey and
Williamson for investing Sherman’s work
with feminist intention and for taking it
up as work that offers clear statements
about images of women, the female body,
and the gendered structures of the gaze.
“Cindy Sherman-Untitled,” Krauss’s the-
oretically sophisticated and trenchant
analysis, which was originally prepared
for a 1993 catalogue and was subsequent-
ly reproduced in her 1999 book Bachelors,
demands a careful treatment of Sherman's
imagery. She deals not with its thematic
content (i.e., the signified), but rather
examines and explores the formal photo-
graphic codes that Sherman employs as
signifiers. To “rush headlong for the signi-
fied, the content, the constructed mean-
ing” (134) of a specific image is, in
Krauss’s view, not only to refuse the artist
the work she has done, but also to get
caught up at the level of myth. 

Krauss emphasizes the formal codes
of Sherman’s photographic practice as a
way to move beyond mythic readings
that focus on character and intention.
Kaja Silverman, on the other hand,
foregrounds the field of vision into
which the images and the characters
constructed within them circulate. In
“How to Face the Gaze,” Silverman
addresses Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills
in order to explore and test Lacan’s
suggestion that mimicry can be
conceived as a form of agency. She treats
the figures in the stills as characters who
struggle to represent themselves and to

get themselves seen in the field of vision.
Mimicry, she argues, might well be a
form of agency, but it is, ultimately, one
that is hemmed in by the constraints of
cultural intelligibility and the material
realities of embodiment.  

Johanna Burton wraps up this wide-
ranging exploration of Cindy Sherman’s
work with her own "A Body Slate," the
only essay written specifically for this vol-
ume, the only one written after 1996, and
thus the only text to address Sherman's
fascinating contemporary figurative
work. Burton directs attention to what she
calls the “relentless––if ever shifting—cor-
poreality” (198) of Sherman’s oeuvre,
insisting that the work ought to be aligned
with the conventions and practices of
body art. By placing Sherman’s imagery
in this context, Burton is able to dislodge it
from critical discourses of photography
and theories of the gaze. Instead of con-
ceiving Sherman’s characters as passive
victims of a dominating masculine gaze,
Burton insists that “Sherman slyly revers-
es the presumed hierarchy between view-
er and object” (207)—the viewer here is
transfixed by an image that offers only
“radical superficiality” (207). Moreover,
she suggests that Sherman’s most recent
work is structured according to a femi-
nine aggressivity in which characters are
mobilized as armor against what Amelia
Jones has called a projective eye.3 Many
of the essays included in Burton’s volume
highlight the gendered aspect of the
work. For Williamson and Mulvey,
Sherman’s work stands as a feminist
response to representations of women in
patriarchal social orders. Others recog-
nize Sherman’s significance within the
field of feminist visual studies: Solomon-
Godeau considers the discursive place-
ment of Sherman as a woman artist with-
in the field of visual art; Silverman and
Burton use Sherman’s work to establish
new feminist modes of theorizing visuali-
ty. For readers interested in questions of
gender in/and representation, Burton has
more to offer than Durand’s exhibition
catalogue. Although I commend Durand
for his thorough and visually appealing
text, and I commend Burton for a project
that draws together the most important
theoretical work to be inspired by
Sherman’s photographic practice, I’m left
wondering about the significance and
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impact of her current and ongoing work,
specifically as it relates to feminist art crit-
icism and feminist visual culture. Why,
for instance, has there been what Burton
describes as a “dearth of risky writing”
(196) on Sherman since the mid-1990s?
What might a sustained critical examina-
tion of Sherman’s oeuvre— including
work produced after 2000— offer to what
art critic Arthur C. Danto once called
Sherman Studies? What, moreover, might
be gained from an examination of
Sherman’s most recent works from a fem-
inist perspective? The gaps in these texts
seem to indicate that there is much to be
gained from a fresh look at images that
continue to fascinate spectators and crit-
ics. A fresh look at Sherman that examines

the works’ current significance for femi-
nist cultural production and scholarship
strikes me as a needed move for under-
standing the semantic mobility of her
work, and for understanding the contours
of feminist visual culture studies. Framed
this way, critics and art historians can
begin to ask new, compelling, contempo-
rary questions about Sherman’s parade of
Untitleds. •

Michelle Meagher is an Assistant
Professor of Women’s Studies at the
University of Alberta, Edmonton,
Alberta, Canada. Her research centers on
self-representation in feminist cultural
production, with an emphasis on
visuality and visual ethics. 

Notes
The author wishes to extend her gratitude to
the Dean of Arts at Wilfrid Laurier University,
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada, for support to
view “Cindy Sherman” at Galerie Jeu de
Paume, Paris.

1. It was reproduced as “Cosmetics and
Abjection” in Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and
Curiosity (London: British Film Institute,
1996) and in Morag Shiach, Feminism and
Cultural Studies (Oxford: Oxford Univ.
Press, 2001). 

2. See, for instance, Mulvey’s Death 24X a
Second (London: Reaktion Books, 2006).

3. See Amelia Jones, “Tracing the Subject
With Cindy Sherman,” in Cindy Sherman:
Retrospective (New York: Thames and
Hudson, 1997), 33-54. 

Kiki Smith: 
A Gathering, 1980-2005
by Siri Engberg, with contributions 
by Linda Nochlin, Lynne Tillman, 
and Marina Warner
Walker Art Center, 2005

Reviewed by Patricia Briggs

Artists and critics with an interest in
feminist aesthetics, gender, and the

body have ruminated over the
sculpture, prints, and drawings of Kiki
Smith (b. 1954) since the late 1980s.
Following decades during which
progressive artists had all but rejected
the representation of the figure, Smith’s
aesthetic representations of fragile
internal organs, disengaged body parts,
and figures performing abject postures
played a critical role in reintegrating
images of the human figure into
contemporary art. Often made from
materials that suggest human flesh or
reference women’s traditional crafts,
Smith’s work features a stark
materiality, which rejects both classical
idealization and popular culture’s
fetishization of the body. Without
appearing didactic or prescriptive,
Smith’s work of the past three decades
has contributed significantly to the
development of a critical discourse that
has re-conceptualized representations of
the body in light of feminist,

psychoanalytic, and poststructuralist
theories. Produced in conjunction with
the first full-scale exhibition of this
artist’s work presented in the United
States, Kiki Smith: A Gathering, with its
black-edged book block and a striking
cover featuring a mane of tangled dark
hair, is itself a beautiful object that
mirrors the aesthetic of the artist. 

Since 1990, when the first thin
exhibition catalogue devoted to Smith’s
work appeared,1 many small exhibition
catalogues and brochures have been
published; yet surprisingly few
substantial books have been devoted to
this prolific artist. Though lavishly
illustrated and with informative and
perceptive essays, the Museum of
Modern Art’s 2003 catalogue, Kiki Smith:
Prints, Books & Things, is too narrowly
focused to be considered a definitive
source.2 Helaine Posner ’s 1998
monograph, with an essay by the author,
an interview with the artist, and 140 color
plates, approximates the achievement of
the Walker Art Center catalogue.3

The most comprehensive publication
on the artist to date, Kiki Smith: A
Gathering includes an interview, three
critical essays, 134 color plates, an
exhibition history, an extensive
bibliography, and Thicket, a visual essay.
The visual essay has become one of the
artist’s signatures, since the early 1990
ICA catalogue was composed almost

entirely of Smith’s snapshots and
handwritten texts. In 2001 Smith created
Bedlam, a collection of images featuring
photographs of herself dressed as Red
Riding Hood, for Kiki Smith: Telling Tales, a
small book authored by Smith and Posner
in conjunction with an exhibition at the
International Center for Photography.4 In
the Walker catalogue Smith’s Thicket links
the artist’s journey with nature and
fertility by weaving together photographs
of landscapes and artfully composed
shots of her works. We see a tree-lined
path, a photograph of the artist lost in
thought, a black bird, egg and sperm-like
worm shapes, and branchy forms that
suggest growth. The “essay” closes with a
detail of the thoughtful face of one of
Smith’s bronze nudes. Writing of Thicket,
Walker Art Center curator Siri Engberg
notes that Smith is interested in exploring
the ways that “her own work can be
reenvisioned and renarrated when
viewed in detail through the selectivity of
the camera’s lens” (28). With Thicket, the
artist presents a compelling tale of
creativity, birth, and renewal.

Engberg’s “Introduction: Making
Things” offers a useful overview of
Smith’s development, starting with the
artist’s childhood spent as a “studio
assistant” to her father, the sculptor
Tony Smith, and concluding with
Homespun Tales, her contribution to the
2005 Venice Biennale. Sketching in as
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backdrop highlights of feminist and
women’s art of the 1970s onward,
Engberg outlines Smith’s oeuvre.
Noting her major exhibitions and identi-
fying key influences, Engberg traces the
artist’s collaborative projects during the
1970s and early 1980s, and her 1985
training as an emergency medical tech-
nician and the coincident emergence of
images of body parts and internal
organs in her art. Throughout the 1990s
Smith’s exploration of human gesture
and bodily functions gives way to a pre-
occupation with animals, celestial
imagery, and fairytale and mythological
narratives. Highlighting her sensitivity to
the poetic and conceptual resonances of
her materials, Engberg also underscores
the way that Smith often shapes new
meaning for sculptures in the manner in
which she installs them. Particularly sen-
sitive to the way the artist melds her
domestic and studio life—“Smith once
called herself a ‘housewife artist’”(19)—
Engberg examines Smith’s exploration of
“traditionally feminine practices, such as
embroidery, sewing, papier-mâché, and
dyeing” (21), concluding with a discus-
sion of Homespun Tales, exhibited at the
Fondazione Querini Stampalia in Venice.
Installed in a Renaissance palazzo deco-
rated with domestic scenes painted by
Pietro Longhi during the eighteenth cen-
tury, Smith’s installation features
“vignettes based on her ideas of early
American domestic environments” (28).
Participating in a dialogue with and
across history, Smith presents “full-scale
bronze figures and delicate small fig-
urines, furniture, blankets, and house-
hold objects, all inspired by the women
depicted in the Longhi paintings” (28).

Noted feminist art historian Linda
Nochlin, in “Unholy Postures: Kiki
Smith and the Body,” places Smith’s
approach to the body in art historical
context at the same time that she
analyzes the subject in light of the
“history of violence and its represent-
ation” (31). Describing works such as
Tale (1992), which depicts a woman
crawling with “filthy buttocks and [a]
rectum from which emerges a literal
‘tail’ of shit—or perhaps a long, long
intestine, or both” (31), Nochlin reminds
the reader that Smith’s representations
of the female body challenge the

classical ideal in ways that continue to
shock viewers’ sensibilities today.
Identifying postures of “abjection and
degradation” in Smith’s work, Nochlin
argues that these positions occur in life
“when a body succumbs to pain or
torture and becomes merely the victim
of an external force” (32). Seeing echoes
of the “accounts of modern torture in
Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain or the
annals of Amnesty International,”
Nochlin likens Smith’s rhetoric of
implied pain and suffering to the
representation of horrors shown in
medieval altarpieces chronicling the
martyrdom of Christian saints—Saint
Bartholomew being burned or Saint
John boiled alive (31).  

For Nochlin, Smith’s images of
tormented women embody suffering in
ways that Christian martyrs do not.
Saints receive their torture but appear not
to feel pain; a martyr’s flesh dies yet his
or her soul is victorious. There is no such
“compensatory redemption” in Smith’s
art, writes Nochlin (36). Even would-be
female heroines are shown in such a way
that “undercuts their traditional dignity”
(35), as in Lot’s Wife (1993-96), showing
the biblical figure at the moment she is
transformed into stone with “scabby
rough hide” instead of “smooth skin”
(35), and Virgin Mary (1992; Fig. 1)
showing Christ’s mother as “bald, nude,
and flayed like an anatomical écorché”
(35). Nochlin concludes that unlike the
bodies of saints, which are transformed
and delivered by the pain they endure on
earth, Smith’s bodies are “ephemeral,
debased, and mortal.” They endure a
kind of Hell on earth; their abjection is
“deeply inscribed in the human flesh …
eternal, unbearable, irredeemable” (36).
Although Smith’s vulnerable figures are
often associated with the AIDS epidemic
or issues of violence against women,
Nochlin suggests a new reading by
associating them with victims of torture
and war crimes. Smith’s art is, then, the
creation of “the sensitive moral
imagination in tune with the vicissitudes
of our terrible times” (36). With images of
the Abu Ghraib prison tortures,
videotaped beheadings, and daily news
reports of war casualties in mind,
Nochlin offers a twenty-first-century
reading of Smith’s art. 

Marina Warner’s understanding of
Smith’s work in “Wolf-girl, Soul-bird: The
Mortal Art of Kiki Smith” counters
Nochlin’s rather dark interpretation.
Warner, well known for her analysis of
female characters in religious and
mythical narratives, reads Smith’s cast of
female characters (Eve, Lilith, Daphne,
Magdalene, etc.) and her renderings of
animals (wolf, bird, deer, cat, lizard,
monkey) as “a new mythological bestiary
for our time” (43). Akin to symbolic
figures in religious iconography, the
characters in Smith’s art become charged
with symbolic meaning. “[T]raditionally
scorned” figures like witches, harpies,
snakes, and monstrous hybrids “gain
value and positive power” (44). These
symbolically charged characters are
guides or companions for the artist; they
give her strength as she aesthetically
explores difficult philosophical terrain.
Surrounded by her “city of ladies” and
her animal “companion-helpers,” Smith

Fig. 1. Kiki Smith, Virgin Mary (1992), beeswax,
microcrystalline wax, cheesecloth, and wood on
steel base, 67 1/2” x 26”, x 14 1/2”. Courtesy
the artist and Pace Wildenstein, New York.
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has “confronted hideous possibilities and
dealt with adversaries and harm,
separation and grief ” (43). Smith returns
again and again to the most difficult of
subjects, death. With her drawings of
taxidermied animals (“cotton still over
their eyes”), references to dead crows,
and sculptured figures hung as in effigy,
rather than turning away from death,
Smith studies it, accepts it; she is drawn
to its mystery (50).

Recognizing Smith’s interest in
Catholicism, Warner identifies in her
work a preoccupation with the themes of
birth, rebirth, and spirit or soul. Birds and
moths appear often as symbols of the
soul or spirit (50) and Smith often turns
to narratives of “female resurrections”
from familiar folktales. The lithograph
Born (2001) features Red Riding Hood
and her grandmother embracing as they
emerge from the bloody belly of a wolf
(51). As in child’s play or religious ritual,
in Smith’s art the most “paltry, even
despised, street and household items
(detritus, doilies, souvenir figurines, tat-
too-parlor patterns)” undergo a kind of
transubstantiation and are transformed
into the “marvelous” (45). At the same
time that the abject and maligned become
sensuous and beautiful in Smith’s art,
Warner argues that the viewer’s sensibil-
ities, too, are recalibrated as they
encounter it. Her work “realigns physical
responses to physical phenomena and
fosters a new creative empathy” (44).

Significantly, whereas Nochlin sees
power in its acceptance of the corruptibil-
ity of the flesh, Warner argues that in
Smith’s world, the abject and lowly (ani-
mals, women, the disenfranchised) are
repositioned and revalued within the
order of things. “Smith is one of a num-
ber of artists, writers, and thinkers who
are at work redrafting the map of cre-
ation, where man no longer lords over it
and where humans must acknowledge
their kinship with animals” (53).
Comparing Smith to Marianne Moore,
Rachel Carson, and Ursula LeGuin,
Warner argues that Smith rethinks cate-
gories—even biologies—in such a way
that women and animals are no longer
subordinate or disparaged. In Smith’s
work, then, there are glimpses of a world
where “negation transmutes into plenti-
tude” (53). 

Even with its essays by noted scholars,
expansive bibliography, and well-docu-
mented exhibition history, this cata-
logue’s most notable feature is the quality
and quantity of black and white photo-
graphs and color plates. The chronology
and end pages offer informal shots of
Smith’s life and studio, giving the reader
an intimate and compelling view of the
artist’s life. There are family photographs
of the artist as a young girl and as a
teenager, installation shots of notable
exhibitions, and documentation of lesser-
known, ephemeral projects. The image
quality and layout of the color plates are

superb. At times the reproduction of a sin-
gle work fills two pages allowing the
reader to see subtle details in texture or
color that would not be visible in the
more customary single-page reproduc-
tion. Great care has been taken, not only
to present installation views of Smith’s
sculptural works, but also to adjust the
size and layout of each reproduction in a
way that engages viewers’ sense of touch
as well as their sense of sight.  Paging
through this extraordinarily beautifully
designed catalogue, one truly feels the
powerful presence of Smith’s art. •

Patricia Briggs is Associate Professor at
Minneapolis College of Art and Design.
Her article “Matisse’s Odalisque and the
Photographic Académie” was recently
published in History of Photography, and
her writing appears in Artforum
International, Art Papers, Public Art
Review, and Sense and Society. 

NOTES

1. Institute of Contemporary Art/Amsterdam,
Kiki Smith. (The Hague: Sdu Publishers,
1990).

2. Wendy Weitman, Kiki Smith: Prints, Books
& Things. (New York: Museum of Modern
Art, 2003).

3. Helaine Posner, Kiki Smith. (Boston:
Bulfinch Press/Little Brown, 1998). With an
interview by David Frankel. 

4. Helaine Posner, Kiki Smith: Telling Tales
(New York: International Center for
Photography, 2001).
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Suite For Eleanor

When will our consciences grow so tender that we will act
to prevent human misery rather than avenge it?

—Eleanor Roosevelt , 1884–1962

i The Mountain
Difficult to say what the supreme
Moment is in the life of a mountain,
But in your sixties when they made you a delegate

To the United Nations you pushed through 
A finished draft of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
You insisted the phrase all men are born free and equal

Be changed to say all human beings, 
You graciously forced the other delegates to compromise
With one another on wording. To get it done. And it was done.

ii The Streams
You had that form Helen Hokinson cartooned
In The New Yorker for decades, the stout pouter-pigeon
Shape of the society lady,

You had your mother’s neglect, your drunken father’s
Shallow promises, his death, your mother-in-law’s rules,
You had Franklin’s lifelong infidelity, 

You had a brilliant Frenchwoman teacher and some friends who loved
Your intelligence and goodness, you had at least
One lifelong woman lover, and all 

These facts converged, like the streams to the Hudson River
Over near Val-Kill, for the point of privilege 
Is to make one compassionate

To make one act on behalf of the defeated
To make one breathe the soiled breath of the poor
To make the demand that the rules change.

iii The Ribbon 
While Woody Guthrie walked that ribbon of highway
Looking at that endless skyway, and while John 
Steinbeck followed the dust storms west,

You feared being the Governor’s wife, the President’s wife,
The irritating visits, the awful balls
Where Franklin flirted with everyone

But when you discovered you too could charm and organize,
Could drive the Cadillac of politics throughout this mighty land
Where banks were made of marble and people were growing hungrier, 

You took to the road like bee to clover, learned to enunciate
Opposition to lynching, support for a World Court
And for slum dwellers, miners, dirt farmers, negroes, Jews, women—

You bucktoothed horse-faced woman 
At the golden end of the ladder of class,
Aman like Guthrie and his guitar at the dustbowl end

Twanging this land is your land, this land is my land—
The ribbon connected you, you with the FBI file of 3000 pages
And a Klan bounty of twentyfive thousand on your head—

Your enemies called your husband “that man in the White House,”
They said the two of you were Commie Jews,
They laughed at you over cigars and whiskey

(That is what pigs do, they laugh
With a nasty snorting sound
In their sty, that they take for the world).

iv The Brink, 1939
Awar, and then the fantasy of peace like a canoe headed smoothly, 
Unstoppably toward Niagara, you think no, please, but there’s the roar
Ahead, the mist. Still, on the brink, My country ‘tis of thee,

Sweet land of liberty sounds utterly real in Marian Anderson’s big 
Black contralto voice, when you quit the whites-only Daughters 
Of the American Revolution that refuses to invite her 

To sing in their hall, when instead you arrange the gig
On the Lincoln Memorial steps, and the crowd fills the Mall
With tears. As if we the people believed in justice for all.

v Interlude
Sensitivity is a little boring. What of toughness,
What of fun—the trip to Yosemite
Where you eluded the swarming journalists
And camped at the hidden lake named Roosevelt, after Teddy,

Where you swam each dawn in the icy waters, where you rode 
Like a cowboy, where you hiked like a Ranger
And came back from the high ridges laughing fresh as a girl, 
Where you and Lorena slept under singing stars.

vi Diana the Huntress in Camouflage
Before they invented pills for depression, you wrote:
If anyone looks at me, I want to weep.
My mind goes round and round like a squirrel in a cage,
I want to run and I can’t and I despise myself,

And then proceeded to compose your syndicated column
“My Day” daily for twenty-two years, offering advice and opinions,
Your prose domestic as a centerpiece
On a polished cherrywood table,

The way you might say to the man, Now, Franklin, you should—
Or remark, when some weary delegates wished to quit for the day,
I drive fast, and when I get home I will be tired,
And so will the gentlemen on this committee,

In which fashion you obtained much of what you wanted
Oh woman of pragmatic subtle strategy—
Your quivering mind packed with the arrows of liberty,
The joy of the hunt, the lay of the land of the free

Under your feet as you ran together with your band of friends.

— Alicia Ostriker

Alicia Ostriker’s most recent book of poems is No Heaven (University of Pittsburgh
Press, 2005). Ostriker is professor emerita of English at Rutgers University and teaches
in the low-residency MFA program of New England College.

P O E T R Y

n 1978, five-year-old Nelofer Pazira was
marched to a prison in Kabul to visit her
father, a prominent physician and one of
thousands to be imprisoned by the Communist
government that year. Flustered and confused,

she reached him only to be greeted with a stern
rebuke. “You mustn’t cry,” her father warned her
from behind the bars of his dank cell. 

Organizing her family’s escape from Afghanistan
ten years later, Pazira still finds herself bound by
the same injunction. “Boys my age are sent to the
front line and return dead and injured. Girls carry
the burden of an entire household.” It is part of the
particular burden of the Afghani woman in exile,
Pazira suggests, to make a final reckoning of her
country’s fate. 

A Bed of Red Flowers is a memoir of young
woman’s life in Afghanistan during the seventies
and eighties, as well as Pazira’s attempt, years later
in exile, to understand her country’s bloody
disintegration. Pazira was born to a privileged
family that suffered steady dispossession in war-torn
Afghanistan, fled to Pakistan in 1989, and ultimately
found sanctuary in the West. Now a journalist based
in Canada, Pazira starred in the widely acclaimed
2000 film Kandahar. Released just months before
9/11, the film was inspired by Pazira’s life. It tells the
story of an Afghani woman’s return to Afghanistan
during the Taliban’s rule. Less an intimate
rumination than a journalistic history of her country,
ABed of Red Flowers is driven by the author’s passion
to narrate the history of a country that, she suggests,
America and the West still do not know.

Pazira’s mother and father belonged to an
urbanized elite that embraced many aspects of a
Western lifestyle in the late sixties and seventies.
Her father was a respected physician in Kabul and
her mother a teacher of Persian literature. Nelofer
herself enjoyed a modern education, one of only
five percent of Afghani women with the same
privilege. The year after her father was first impris-
oned, in 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan,
launching a brutal, decades-long war with
American-backed guerillas, the mujahidin. With the
war, the Pazira family’s privileged life was steadily
dismantled. 

As a teenager, Nelofer identifies strongly with the
mujahidin, whom she idolizes as a nationalist force
resisting the Soviet invaders. After school she and
her friends regularly line up to throw rocks at the
Soviet tanks, and at one point she even acquires a
gun and joins an underground resistance movement.

For many years her father and mother quarrel
over whether to leave the country. Then in 1989, the
threat of her brother’s conscription finally sends the
family into exile. The passages describing the
Pazira’s flight to Pakistan make up some of the
most harrowing parts of the book. Exile forces
Nelofer and her family to reconsider their
understanding of the class and religious tensions
underlying the war. For their journey across the
desert to Pakistan, this modern Afghani family
poses as tribe of devout provincials. For the first
time in her life Nelofer dons a burqa, the traditional
Muslim cover of Afghani women. Back in Kabul
she only occasionally saw women in burqas, and
neither she nor any of the women of her family
wore them in their daily lives. 

Thus disguised, Nelofer and her family
encounter a people and a culture they barely
recognize. They spend a few nights in the home of
some poor villagers, where Nelofer prefers to go
hungry rather than share food that has passed
through so many unwashed hands. It is at this
point that Nelofer realizes that, with her limited
experience, she is unqualified to judge the village
women whose lives differ so much from hers.
Naseema, the family’s guide and host, is one of
many women left orphaned and widowed by the

war. Barely older than Nelofer, she has made it her
life’s purpose to avenge her parents’ murder by
Russian soldiers. She regularly crosses the desert in
a burqa and delivers fleeing families across the
border to the Pakistani city of Peshawar. 

Early in her stay in Pakistan, Nelofer cracks open
a window to take a peek at the neighborhood. The
sound of gunshots causes her to retreat in terror.
Women, her hosts explain to her, are not allowed to
be seen without “proper cover,” even from the
windows of their homes. It is a jarring introduction
to freedom in the new country, and to her new
identity as a Muslim woman. 

Here and in many passages, Pazira is careful to
suggest that the problems of Afghani women
cannot be attributed merely to the Taliban. At
one point, she meets an Afghani woman in a
refugee camp who begs to be paid with a burqa
for her appearance in Kandahar. Outside
Afghanistan, burqas have become extremely
hard to come by, and the young woman is
sure that it is just the accessory she needs to
create erotic allure on her wedding night.
Pazira refuses, but is left unsettled by the
exchange and its implications for the future
of women in Afghanistan.
The making of the film Kandaharmakes up
a lengthy and interesting section of the
memoir. Parts of the movie were shot in a
refugee camp on the Iran-Pakistan bor-
der. The Iranian director Mohsen
Makhmalbaf, known for his brilliant

and canny realism, chose the actors from the
poor refugee families. At every turn, the crew meets
the reluctance of fathers and husbands to allow their
women to be “shown.” Actresses are hired only to dis-
appear the next day, snatched back to their homes by
enraged fathers. Pazira becomes the object of scrutiny
and suspicion as again and again, she is enjoined to
leave the film crew, drape herself in a burqa, and set-
tle down to be a proper Muslim woman. 

Pazira frequently evades private details about
her life, so the memoir, though often highly
dramatic, lacks the intimate episodes and
reflections that would have made it a true personal
history. Her quest to find her friend Dyana is meant
to drive the book’s second half, but Pazira’s
description of the friendship suffers from her
evasiveness. Dyana finally is no more than a
shadow-self for Pazira, a way of keeping alive her
connection to her lost country. 

Pazira concentrates the final section of the
book on a series of interviews she conducted
with former Soviet soldiers in January 2004.

Islam, the Taliban, and even the American-led war
and occupation of Afghanistan, are given scant
treatment as she focuses on what she believes is the
true point of departure for modern Afghan history:
the Soviet invasion of 1979. As she forces our gaze
from both her life and present-day Afghanistan, her
passion and conviction are unbridled. For all the
gaps and evasions of her telling, hers is a
remarkable journey. From a Kabul prison cell as a
girl of five, Nelofer Pazira’s journey ends at Lenin’s
tomb; she has become a woman, a journalist, and an
exile for whom the search for Afghanistan is her
life’s calling.

Jasmin Darznik is a lawyer and doctoral candidate at
Princeton University. She is writing a dissertation on
narratives of Middle Eastern women in exile. 
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Finding Afghanistan
A Bed of Red Flowers: In Search of My Afghanistan

By Nelofer Pazira

New York: Free Press, 2005, 408 pp., $15.00, paperback
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By Carol Seajay

arly in 1966, when we were both fifteen, my girlfriend and I found a
lesbian pulp paperback, We, Too, Must Love, on the bookshelf of
another Senior Girl Scout. We “borrowed” it, devoured it, and
returned it before its absence would be noticed. I was thrilled by
what I read: that we could support ourselves and make our lives
together, and that there were many other women like us. My sweetie,
on the other hand, was terrified by what she found in the same pages.

But she was the one who found the courage to go to the newsstand down the
block from her Catholic girls’ school and special order every book referenced in
We, Too, Must Love that wasn’t yet out of print, and then every additional book
referenced in those. (Blessings on the newsstand boys who sold us the books
with a minimum of grief.) 

Katherine V. Forrest’s anthology, Lesbian Pulp Fiction: The Sexually Intrepid
World of Lesbian Paperback Novels 1950–1965, brought back these memories and
more as I read through the selection of excerpts from twenty-two classics from
the heyday of the pulp novel. Forrest cheerfully prefaces each excerpt with the
original publication’s lurid cover and sensational jacket copy, providing an
entertaining introduction to these books for the generations who started
reading after the pulps disappeared, as well as for those who never understood
what all the fuss was about. 

The best reason to read the old pulps is that they’re fun. But there are other
reasons: readers in their twenties and thirties will recognize their own lives and
dreams in the “differently gendered” Beebo Brinker, heroine of Ann Bannon’s
much loved and frequently reprinted tales. Those who appreciate edgy episodes
can revel in the day when a single kiss could make a woman both an outcast and
an outlaw. And historians will note the guidebook-like qualities of many of the
books and the way they disseminated new ideas throughout the culture. 

An estimated 2,000 lesbian-themed novels were published as part of the
great pulp paperback boom inspired by the success of the “pocket books”

published for soldiers during World War II. The new paperbacks cost as little as
a quarter and were readily available in drugstores and newsstands all over
America. While many of the lesbian pulps were quick knock-offs intended to
tantalize and intrigue male readers, the earliest books, in particular, were
intelligent and thoughtful, written to illuminate rather than sensationalize. 

Two of my favorites from the era, Women’s Barracks (1950) and The Girls in
3-B (1959), both of which are highlighted in Lesbian Pulp Fiction, exuberantly
served up a smorgasbord of new options for women, as the characters leave
home and explore work, careers, living arrangements, and an impressive range
of both heterosexual and lesbian relationships. While their covers were
designed to appeal to prurient interest, I suspect that sales of these two books,
to both women and men, were also driven by the sheer thrill of discovering
new options and seeing them validated in print. Both books were ultimately
empowering: even a reader who made the most traditional of marriages could
come away feeling she’d had a choice and had made the best one for herself.
And lesbian readers? All in all, the lesbians in these books come out pretty
well—better, perhaps, than their heterosexual counterparts. When you weigh
their lives, hopes, and romantic successes against the straight women’s, a little
closeting and some familial or work disapproval don’t seem so bad compared
to out-of-wedlock pregnancy, date rape, being jilted by married men, or, in
Women’s Barracks, the painfully frequent deaths of boyfriends, fiancés, and
shiny new husbands in the war. 

Tereska Torres based her World War II novel Women’s Barracks—published
under the tag line, “The Frank Autobiography of a French Girl Soldier”—on her
years in the London-based Women’s Division of the Free French Army. The
book sold two million copies in the US between 1950 and 1955, and another two
million in translation and in later American editions. It continued to sell in
reprint editions. By way of comparison, Khaled Hosseini’s contemporary best-
seller, The Kite Runner, sold about as many copies as Women’s Barracks—yet in
1955, the population of the US was only 55 to sixty percent of what it is today.
Neither book has single-handedly changed the world—but both have opened
doors in a lot of people’s minds.

Valerie Taylor’s The Girls in 3-B is a veritable guide to moving to a big
city and setting up a life there. 3-B was so popular that its themes were
echoed in a comic strip, “The Girls in Apartment 3-G,” that ran in daily

newspapers for forty years, although without the book’s lesbian content. 
Reading—or rereading—these tales is all the richer when one remembers the

realities of the times when they were first published: classified ads were
segregated into “Help Wanted/Male” and “Help Wanted/Female.” Women’s
professional career options were pretty much limited to teacher, librarian, or
nurse, and working class women didn’t fare so well either. Women could be (and
were) fired for wearing pants to work, and the idea of equal pay for equal work
wasn’t yet a gleam in anyone’s eye. Sexual relationships between women were
generally considered immoral, criminal, or a symptom of underlying mental
illness. They could land a woman in jail or a psychiatric institution, with or
without electric shock treatments. The pulps remind us of how much courage it
took in the fifties and prefeminist sixties to pursue a life with women, and how
utterly thrilling it could be to discover these secret, underground worlds. They
remind us, too, of how subversive women’s dreams and lesbian lives were in the
face of the postwar wave of conformity that swept America in the fifties.

Many of the pulps that followed Women’s Barracks and 3-B focused
specifically on lesbian experience: Vin Packer (Marijane Meaker)’s Spring Fire
(reprinted 2004 by Cleis Press) is the tale of a motherless, tomboyish college girl
“done wrong” by an older sorority sister. Ann Bannon’s beloved Beebo Brinker
series (all currently in print from Cleis) follows the adventures of a group of
girls as they make their way to Greenwich Village.

Other pulps have extensive publishing histories as well; several were among
the top five bestsellers the year they were published. Kensington Press recently
reprinted all six of Paula Christian’s novels, which were republished previously
in the late seventies and early eighties in spiffy leatherette-covered collector’s
editions. Naiad Press republished Ann Bannon’s five Beebo Brinker novels and
three of Valerie Taylor’s novels in mass-market priced Volute Press editions in
the early eighties. 

Pulp and Circumstance
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The McCann Family
When we were small, my younger sister Cheryl
had a set of four mechanical dolls. She called
them the McCann Family. There was a boy doll,
girl doll, a man and woman doll. They were a
thinly disguised version of the Davis family.
Cheryl was “Tom McCann,” the boy doll,
because I think she liked the idea of being the
spunky and adventurous child. I was “Mary Ann
McCann,” the girl doll. Cheryl had Mother
McCann tell Tom, “Mary Ann is wonderful,” and
“Why can’t you be like your sister, Mary Ann?”
(If I had owned the dolls, Tom McCann would be
the talented star and Mother would tell every-
one, “Mary Ann is average.”) 

At first Tom could stand without help. Later
he lost his balance all the time. Cheryl diag-
nosed Tom with polio. She fitted him with
crutches and braces just like hers. (Cheryl was
born with spina bifida.) Tom thought Mother
McCann disliked having a disabled child. He
was a chipper kid but he always felt bad about
Mother’s attitude. Father usually sided with
Mother. “Listen to your Mother.” One day
Father McCann’s leg, which had been a loose, fell
off. Cheryl taped the leg back on as a prosthesis.
Tom felt that after he became an amputee, Father
was a lot more understanding about his son.

The McCann Family

he duality of Karen Davis’s gaze is brought together in her images.
Ever the realist, Davis’s work is grounded in the documentary
tradition; she is a restless explorer of far-reaching subjects. Along with
the direct gaze of the realist, we have the vision of one who soaks up
emotional depths and seeks out layers of irony. 

The portfolio reproduced here focuses on intimate family portraits.
In the diptych “First and Last Picture of My Mother and Me,”

combinations of youth and age proliferate. The young mother and daughter are
preserved in an image cracked and worn with age. Cut to: cracked hands of the
aging mother and daughter—a metonymic shorthand for lives lived—
cushioned in folds of cloth soft as baby’s skin. One can’t miss the irony—and
poignancy—of juxtaposing these images of intergenerational touching, one of
life ahead, the other of life behind. 

In “The McCann Family,” Davis’s powerful word-image piece on her
childhood, she arranges dolls that her sister Cheryl played with long ago in a
family portrait. In photograph and text, the child-dolls seem to be the main
players, but the subject that gradually emerges in both, perhaps not unnaturally,
is the parents’ dominating presence. Davis, like her sister, has created a stand-in
family through which the painful truths of the family dynamics are expressed. 

When you scratch the surface of Karen Davis’ photographs, layers of
meaning are exposed. They tease loose memory, the passage of time, and
hidden associations. 

— Ellen Feldman

Ellen Feldman is a photographer and writer with a Ph.D. in cinema studies from New
York University. She is principal course developer at Avid Technology, Inc.

THE DOUBLE VISION
OF KAREN DAVIS

Above: First and Last Picture of My Mother and Me. 

Left: Karen Davis, self-portrait.

PHOTOGRAPHY

In alternating issues, Women's Review will feature the art of a photographer and a cartoonist. This
month we’re showing photographs by Karen Davis, with commentary by Ellen Feldman.
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Pl. 1. Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (Rotunda Project for Terminal One, JFK International Airport) (1998), stainless steel, aluminum,
motorized parts, H. 40’ x  W. 60’, with suspended elements of varying heights. Courtesy of the artist.

Pl. 2. Alice Aycock, proposal for Star Sifter (1998). Ink and colored pencil on black paper, 48” x 71”. 
Private collection.  Courtesy of the artist.



Pl. 3. Alice Aycock, Star Sifter (1998),
detail of zoetrope. Photo: Mary Tinti.

Pl. 4. Alice Aycock, Strange Attractor for
Kansas City (Long Term Parking Facility,

Kansas City [Missouri] International Airport)
(2007), aluminum, neon, halogen lights, 

H. 42’ x L. 26’ x W. 30’6”. Courtesy of the artist.

Pl. 5. Alice Aycock, Ghost Ballet for the East Bank Machineworks,
(Nashville, Tennessee) ( 2005-07) aluminum, neon, thermoformed
acrylic shapes, c. L.100’ x H.100’ x D. 60’. Courtesy of the artist. 

Pl. 6. Alice Aycock, The Uncertainty of Ground State Fluctuations
(for Clayton, Missouri) (2007), structural and spun aluminum,
fiberglass, thermoformed acrylic, c. H. 19’ x W. 20’ x D. 20’.
Courtesy of the artist.



Pl. 7. Frida Kahlo, 
Self-Portrait with 
Pancho Villa and 
La Adelita (c. 1927), 
oil on canvas, 
25 5/9” x 17 3/4”.

Pl. 8. Lola Cueto, 
Fountain (c. 1925),

cotton thread 
woven on wax, 

28 1/8” x 18 1/8”.



Pl. 10. Rosario Cabrera, Portrait of Fernando Leal (c. 1922), 
oil on board, 39 1/2” x 31 1/2”.

Pl. 11. Nahui Olin,
Self-Portrait in the
Gardens of Versailles
(c. 1920s), oil on board,
46 1/2” x 39 1/2”.

Pl. 9. Rosario Cabrera, Portrait of Nahui Olin (c. 1921), 
oil on canvas, 18” x 14”.



Pl. 12. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Lissy (1931), watercolor and pencil, 
26 3/4” x 19 1/4”. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.

Pl. 13. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Lovers (1922-23), watercolor, 14 1/4” x 11 1/4”.
Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.

Pl. 14. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Lovers (1930), watercolor, 25 3/8” x 18 3/4”.
Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.

Pl. 15. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Herbert Street/St. Pauli (1930), watercolor, 
22 5/8” x 20”. Courtesy Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler Foundation, Hamburg.



Pl. 16. Projecta Casket (4th century), Gilded silver, 22” x 17” x 11 1/4”. © The Trustees of the British Museum.

Pl. 17. Moses and the Daughters of the Pharaoh (432-440), Mosaic, 4’11” x 6’8”. Scala/Art Resource, New York.
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Downtown LA provides the dynamic and
scenic backdrop for four days of the best
in new scholarship and innovative art.

CONFERENCE HIGHLIGHTS

Sessions Over 120 panel discussions on topics as diverse 
as Baroque art, technology in the classroom, feminist cultural 
perspectives, and freedom of expression. 

Exhibitions Attend CAA’s Continental Shifts: New Media in 
Africa at the Fowler Museum at UCLA and a regional MFA show 
at the University of Southern California galleries, in addition to mu-
seum exhibitions and gallery shows from Chinatown to Malibu.
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openings all around downtown LA.
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