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Women, Body, Earth 
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“Women, Art and Technology” edited by Judy Malloy, MIT Press, 2003 
 
"One of art's functions is to recall that which is absent - whether it is history, or 
the unconscious or form, or social justice".  Lucy Lippard (1) 
 
 
The following discussion is an attempt to identify some of the subject areas 
which suggested themselves to women once they had claimed the right to their 
own voice. The artists included below have focused on some aspect of body 
and/or environmental representation in their work. It is to be understood that 
since the 1960's, especially in the United States, there has been an avalanche of 
excellent work investigating new territories of signification and that the women 
mentioned below symbolize the intensity and diversity of work being done by 
women throughout the world during the last forty years. 
 
EARLY HISTORY 
 
The 1960s was a gestation period when artists began to identify their own 
consciousness and to invent new art forms to express their ideas. It was a 
cauldron of social and political upheaval which lead to the anti-Vietnam War 
protests, civil disobedience during the Democratic National Convention, 
assassination of Jack and Bobbie Kennedy, civil rights and gay rights 
movements, the free speech movement, hippies and flower children.  
In this foment was born the seeds of post-modernism and the feminist 
movement.  
 
As a backlash against abstract expressionism and modernism, which had 
narrowly inscribed conventions about content, artists found that viable subject 
areas for their work could be whatever they wanted to say. They began to assert 
their right to make art about politics, autobiography, sexuality, nature, history or 
myth. The transgressive imagination, then, became the terrain for frontiers of 
meaning, even though in the late-1960's there were few places to exhibit these 
works. Groups of young artists, marginalized by the prevailing art system, 
searched for alternative venues for exhibition. As a result, alternative artist-run 
spaces emerged across the country which operated on a shoestring but were free 
to exhibit work of their choice. In addition, performance and installation artists 
began using 'public' spaces as venues for their work.  
 
During the 1970s women began to find strength in community and dialogue. For 
instance, in Los Angeles during the 1970s, the Women's Building became a center 
for arts activity. Art and performance classes were offered and the building 
provided exhibition and meeting space. The Women’s Building also provided 
printing opportunities for women who wanted to make books as an alternative 
container to the gallery for their work. In fact, during this period the book form 
emerged as a portable gallery which democratized exhibition and ownership of 
artworks since this form was affordable and portable. 
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EARLY ELECTRONIC IMAGING TECHNOLOGIES 
 
During the 1960'sand 1970’s, artists Joan Lyons, Sonia Landy Sheridan and 
Barbara T. Smith discovered that duplicating machines provided new 
possibilities for making art. In cities strewn across the United States, from 
Rochester, NY, to Los Angeles, California, these women separately began to 
Xerox all manner of things, including their own bodies "because that what was 
most available". For instance, Lyons used one of the first halide processes in 
which imaging and fusing were done in separate steps. As a result she could 
'paint' with the toner on the plate before the final image was fused. These artists 
were less interested in static, one of a kind images than in transformative 
possibilities of duplicating machines which produced images at the speed artists 
were able to imagine them.  
 
The concept of art as integrated life activity was part of their pioneering work. 
For instance, Joan Lyons spent the last thirty years running the artists book wing 
of the Visual Studies Workshop, helping hundreds of other artists manifest their 
ideas in book format. Lyons draws little distinction between running a book 
making workshop and doing her own art work. Smith devoted much of her 
creative energy to organizing performance events, sometimes in non-traditional 
places like the Los Angeles River, which showcase the work of other artists and 
address social and political issues. And Sheridan taught students at the School of 
the Art Institute in Chicago to integrate art making into the fabric of their lives, 
that the spiritual and the political are related and she demonstrated how to 
infuse work with the power of consciousness and imagination. 
 
EARTH, BODY AND THE EROTIC IMAGINATION 
 
In many cases artists have identified sexuality as the territory for power relations 
and have used the taboo subject of female erotic experience as a way of claiming 
their right to this territory. Mary-Charlotte Domandi clearly articulated the 
dilemma for women when she wrote, "Women have been the leaders in freeing 
and redefining the body...In Western culture, women's bodies and minds have 
traditionally been stringently regulated through social conditioning, which has 
taught them to be attractive and available, passive and obedient, and through 
physical violence, threat, and law, much of which has attempted to stifle what 
might be "unruly" sexuality." (2) "We are in an era in which our survival is 
contingent on our ability to deal with our sexuality" says installation artist Dorit 
Cypis as a way of positioning the emphasis on sensual images of her own body 
in her installation work.(3) 
 
In the early 1963 Carolee Schneeman did a performance called "Eye Body" in 
which she appeared nude with live snakes crawling on her body. She was one of 
the first artists to use her nude body in performance to make a statement about 
rebirth and fertility. In other works she wove imagery from female centered 
cultures into semi-autobiographical works in an attempt to make a connection 
between the personal and the universal. She adopted the symbol of the inverted 
triangle (also used by Judy Chicago in “The Dinner Party”) to symbolize woman. 
Her use of her own nude body as theater for expanded content gave subsequent 
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artists the courage to adopt what ever form was necessary in order to convey 
meaning. She also questioned western taboos against female nudity when it is 
generated by women instead of men, and in so doing challenged conventional 
power relations between men and women in Western culture. 
 
When Linda Benglis donned a large penis in an issue of ArtForum in the mid-
1970s she was joining the legions of women who at that time were asserting their 
right to their own self-determination by making images of their dreams and 
desires which were often overt challenges to patriarchal representations. Other 
artists including Annie Sprinkle, Karen Finley and Hanna Wilke, have used 
performance as a way of addressing issues of sexuality and power.  
 
In the late 1960's Barbara T. Smith began doing performances in alternative 
spaces intertwining autobiography and sexuality, as a way of claiming her right 
to her evolving erotic imagination. She viewed herself as a guide for expanding 
the knowledge of sexual experience and in so doing going beyond the confines of 
sexual practice in Judao-Christian tradition. For instance, in “Birthdaze”, 1981, 
Smith began the performance juxtaposing mind/body erotic experience 
symptomatic of Western dualistic thinking and ended it with tantric sexual 
practice which constructs the sexual experience as a journey toward higher 
consciousness. In her work, Smith takes risks in order to stay true to her own 
evolving consciousness, and as a result the form of her work continues to be 
innovative as well. (4) 
 
In 1996, when Diane Buckler started placing images of unclothed women on the 
edge of simulations of Greco/Roman vessels she was addressing the right of 
women to their erotic selves by joining classical symbols of power with images of 
women freely enjoying their own bodies. Traditionally, on such vessels women 
are clothed while men are not. She, like the other women in this section, is 
creating a new vernacular that is transgressive in terms of traditional gender 
power relations and subordination of female sexual experience. 
 
DEVELOPMENT AND DESTRUCTION OF THE EARTH 
 
During the 1960’s some women started researching primordial forms and 
cultures of ancient peoples, especially matriacharcial cultures, because they were 
searching for deeper, more enduring symbolic meaning for their work than that 
found in contemporary culture. Rituals of ancient peoples and a concept of deep 
time gave them an alternative frame of reference to that of the prevailing 
patriarchal culture and renewed their relationship to natural processes. The 
periodicity of the sun and moon, relationship of their own biological rhythms to 
these external forces, emphasis on relatedness rather than uniqueness and 
aloneness, became the basis upon which many women artists constructed their 
world view and spiritual foundation. Building on this research artists such as 
Mary Beth Edelson, Ana Mendieta, Donna Henes, Nancy Holt and Agnes Denes, 
began constructing their own installations, performances and drawings which 
forged a healing connection between people and natural processes. 
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Since the mid-1960’s, as people have become increasingly aware of the fragility of 
biological systems, many artists have focused on their love of nature and concern 
about its destruction. For the last thirty years Helen and Newton Harrison have 
proposed imaginative solutions for ecological problems in the form of 
installations and books. "The Lagoon Cycle", done in the 1970’s, was a 
monumental installation in which they attempted to shift the focus from land 
centered to water centered concerns and demonstrate the interrelatedness of 
geography, history, economics, and mythology necessary for enlightened 
decisions about development. The Harrisons have been invited, as artists, to 
participate in water reclamation projects throughout the world because they add 
a broad perspective to the activity of problem solving. And Newton Harrison is 
an example of a male who has adopted feminist principles in the pursuit of his 
artwork, giving testimony to the idea that feminism is not gender-specific but is 
about a state of mind. 
 
Since 1982 concern about the toll of human activity on living systems and the 
future of the planet has been the basis for the performance work of Rachel 
Rosenthal. The focus of many of her performances has been the relationship of 
humans to other animals and living systems. For instance, in “Foodchain” (1985) 
she questions whether eating meat results in predatory behavior on the part of 
people toward one another. In other works she explores the tautology of 
technological solutions which result in alienation and then alienation producing 
the desire for more technological solutions. Rosenthal believes that the way 
people relate to and treat other animals is symptomatic of the degree to which 
they have evolved. In her universe, a relationship with other species is a sublime 
experience resulting in healing for the individual and the larger biodynamic 
system. 
 
During the 1980’s and 1990’s artist Jacki Apple generated a number of 
performance and audio works, including “The Garden Planet Revisited, “The 
Culture of Disappearance” and “You Don’t Need a Weatherman” to explore the 
imbalance  between the materialism inherent in economic and technological 
priorities of industrial and post-industrial culture and environment and ecology 
of the planet. In all of these works she juxtaposes political and philosophical 
belief systems with catastrophic events such as species extinction, environmental 
and social destruction, and apocalyptic weather conditions. “What we think -- 
that is, conscious thought -- generates an energy field that manifests itself in 
specific forms. If those thoughts are in balance and value the interrelatedness of 
nature and organic and the technological, then the social constructs, practices 
and institutions they produce will reflect and manifest these values. When a 
culture does not value the principle of interconnectedness and has lost its 
perspective on power and accumulation, then the entire system goes out of 
balance. That is what we are faced with at the end of this century.” 
 
The destruction of the atmosphere which we have to breathe every day has come 
to symbolize the imbalance in the corporate-industrial state. When artist Kim 
Abeles conceived of the work "Mountain Wedge" 1985-88, she was trying to 
know something about the extent to which smog in downtown Los Angeles was 
interrupting her ability to see the mountains. For 274 days in 1985-86 she 
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photographed the mountains north of downtown Los Angeles which were 
obscured by smog most of the time. On September 10, 1987, she made a 
‘pilgrimage’ from her studio in downtown Los Angeles to the base of the 
mountains to be able to ‘know’ how far the smog-obscured mountains are. She 
walked in a straight line toward the mountains, no matter what was in the way, 
climbing over fences, through houses and backyards, over cars, until she reached 
the base of the mountain. By insisting on her own first hand bodily experience in 
order to 'know' how far the besmogged mountains are, Abeles was asserting the 
importance of first hand experience in a culture which is usually satisfied by 
surrogate experience of quantification and media representation. 
 
 
MEDIA  MYTHOLOGIES 
 
During the early 1970s many feminist media theorists were addressing the 
constructed nature of representation of women in print media and cinema as a 
primary source of control in the culture. At about this same time, many women 
artists started to do artworks deconstructing advertising and media imaging of 
women in the culture. When Barbara Kruger made the works “Your gaze hits the 
side of my face” and "We won't play nature to your culture" she was questioning 
the nature/culture duality embedded in constructed representations of women 
in media and advertising and the benefit to patriarchy of these constructions. The 
latter image shows a woman lying on the grass with a leaf covering her mouth. 
Once women began to view images as constructs and recognized their 
controlling function, they began looking for an alternative language in order to 
deconstruct prevailing images and name their own experience. 
 
Cindy Sherman's early series of self-portraits, "Untitled Film Stills", begun in the 
mid-1970's, succeeded in disrupting the conventions of female representation in 
the cinematic images. By Sherman placing herself both behind and in front of the 
camera she named the constructed nature of female representation in films and 
film stills and in so doing interrupted their conventional reading. She also 
articulated who is being looked at and who is doing the looking, a language so 
embedded in imaging that without deconstruction the image looks ‘natural’, like 
looking through a window.  
 
Using human sized medical mannequins to construct quasi-human forms 
Sherman also names the cyber/human dilemma, the contemporary version of 
the human/machine relationship which has been of concern for the last five 
hundred years Donna Haraway has written that “late twentieth-century 
machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and 
artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed.” (5) 
According to Judith Fryer Davidov, “Technology, in her (Sherman’s) version, 
shows us the impurity of intermixtures; history, in her version, is multi-
subjective, power-laden, and incongruent, a carnivalesque world of ruptures and 
fissures.” (6). And Fryer finally asks, “How, indeed, do we untwist the strands of 
hybridization, acknowledge that there are other strands, and attempt to recover 
sub-versions without falling into the dialectical pattern of  binary thinking? We 
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can only begin by acknowledging the complexity and multiplicity that underlie 
all social constructions.”  
(7)  
 
During the last thirty years artists have been exploring possibilities for 
representation reflecting sexual practices which fall outside of the Judao-
Christian heterosexual nuclear family paradigm. In the 1980’s Deborah Bright 
inserted herself into film stills employing a similar strategy to that of Cindy 
Sherman’s, with the difference that the images she used were actual film stills, to 
make visible the heterosexual construction of romantic relationships in the 
cinema. By positioning herself as the ‘other woman’ in film stills, she sought to 
challenge media assumptions about desire and gender relations. Other artists 
such as Kathie Opie, Sue Maberry and Cheri Gaulke, and Kaucyila Brooke, to 
name a few, have photographed themselves and others in non-traditional sexual 
roles in order to legitimize the territory of lesbian experience and relationships. 
And Brooke’s video “Dry Kisses Only” is a collection of sequences from the 
history of Hollywood films which make visible normally transparent homoerotic 
relationships embedded in film history. 
 
The discussion of women’s uses of self representation would not be complete 
without mentioning the recent work of the San Francisco based artist Laurie 
Long. Realizing that she had assimilated the character of Nancy Drew, Girl 
Detective, into her personality, Long did a series entitled “Becoming Nancy 
Drew” in which she photographed herself to simulate the illustrations in Nancy 
Drew books (Figure 3.1). In each of the 15 tableauxs she included a shot looking 
at the action, a pinhole shot from her own frame of reference and a quote from 
the Drew text. In Figure 6 we see a beautiful bound woman looking much like a 
Sherman film stills. We look at her, she does not look at us. And, she is obviously 
posed for the camera/viewer. The vernacular for women’s representation, which 
Sherman made visible in the 1970s, was alive and well in 1930s in popular 
children’s literature when this book series first started to be produced.  
 
The generation before Long’s, little girls were drawing their models from movies 
and then television. By locating the source of her identity in literature Long 
opens up the terrain of identity formation for girls and foregrounds the obvious 
question, “How do narratives affect personality development?” And then, the 
next obvious question, “What are the new narratives which will embody greater 
self-determination?” 
 
While most post-modern representations deal with naming the dilemmas of 
representation of women in various media, more recently women have been 
attempting to develop new narratives. For instance, Beverly Naidus in her 
collaged book "One Size Does Not Fit All" (Figure 3.2) challenges the conventions 
of thinness as the measure of beauty and honors the uniqueness of each person’s 
body. This idea of self acceptance, from Naidus's perspective, is key to a sense of 
self and relatedness. "She learned to accept compliments gracefully", "She got fed 
up with the fashion industry and developed her own sense of style", "She 
practiced loving herself by enjoying the diversity of body styles she saw in the 
sauna", "She celebrated her health and vitality", this is some of the text 
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accompanying images near the end of the book which provide an alternative 
voice to representations of women in the media. 
 
VIOLENCE AND MEDIA 
 
Since the 1970's there has been a growing recognition that media representations 
of women in advertising, television, film, and print media, were perpetuating 
violence toward women. Some women artists have attempted to make that 
violence visible. For instance, for years photographer Donna Ferrato traveled 
throughout the United States photographing women who have suffered 
domestic abuse. In so doing she articulated the unseen world of battered women 
and raised questions about the nature and degree of violence toward women in 
this culture. 
 
In the early 1970s Yoko Ono and Maria Abramovitz did performances which 
were meant to make violence toward women visible. They did separate 
performances in which they included a series of objects such as hand cuffs, 
knives, etc. and instructed visitors to their performances to do anything to them 
that the visitors wanted to do. Ono found that visitors progressively cut the 
clothing from her body, piece by piece, until she was entirely naked. Abramovitz 
found that men moved her into compromised positions and at one point she had 
to employ guards because people feared for her physical safety.  
 
Many artists, such as Suzanne Lacy, Leslie Labowitz, and the team of Elizabeth 
Sisco and Louis Hoch started making work which required television coverage to 
be successful. They understood that the mechanism of control lay in the hands of 
network executives, mainly men, who determine what is seen on television. And 
so, they strategized about how to become a voice in that system and represent 
the point of view of women. In December of 1977, Labowitz and Lacy produced 
the seminal performance "In Mourning and in Rage" on the steps of Los Angeles 
City Hall to protest the growing violence toward women in the media as 
symbolized by the sensationalized coverage of the murders of ten Los Angeles 
women by the Hillside Strangler. They made sure to hold this performance at a 
time when they had the best chance for news coverage. Lacy went on to perfect 
her ability at media intervention for numerous feminist social projects. And 
Labowitz coordinated "The Incest Awareness Project” which was cosponsored by 
Ariadne and the Gay and Lesbian Community Service Center in Los Angeles. 
 
The issue of violence toward women and the importance of media intervention 
was the focus of the work NHI (No Humans Involved) done by artists Louis 
Hoch and Elizabeth Sisco. While reading the San Diego paper Hoch and Sisco 
discovered that when prostitutes were murdered in San Diego County, if no 
relatives or friends came forward insisting on an investigation, the police would 
classify the case as NHI, No Humans Involved, and close it without a proper 
investigation. During the 1980s 47 women were so classified. Hock and Sisco 
created an exhibition composed of the portraits of these women complete with 
details about their lives. They also created an NHI billboard in the city of San 
Diego, adjacent to a busy freeway, to call attention to this issue. And they 
parlayed the issue into a media event in which newscasters on various local 
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channels debated the idea of whether this work could be considered "art". From 
Hock and Sisco's point of view they had accomplished their goal of infiltrating 
prime-time media to bring about consciousness about this situation.  
 
Other artists, seeking to have a visible voice, have also used billboards and 
interventionist strategies to make cultural critiques. In her book "Spray It Loud" 
Jill Posner gives numerous examples from around the world of the alteration of 
billboards by women activists as a way of claiming their voice in the public 
domain. Normally billboard space is for-pay-only billboard venues because there 
really is no 'public space'.  
 
Deedee Halleck chose to assert her voice by founding "Paper Tiger Television" 
and "Deep Dish T.V.". By setting up her own production company Halleck has 
facilitated hundreds of cultural critiques done by men and women which would 
not be aired on commercial television. And by creating a link with satellite 
broadcasting, Halleck transmits to people throughout the United States and Latin 
America, circumventing commercial broadcasting systems. For years Anne Bray 
has headed an alternative arts organization called "L.A. Freewaves" in an attempt 
to bring artists videos to venues besides commercial television. Her main dream 
is to reinscribe the vacant urban landscape with human activity in order to 
generate dialogue and give texture to the urban experience. 
 
 
 
RECLAMATION OF DOMESTIC EXPERIENCE 
 
Recognizing that domestic experience and interpersonal dynamics between 
mothers and families had been omitted from artistic representations many 
women artists from the 1970’s on have explored this subject area in order to 
assert the importance of domestic space. When Mary Kelly did her seminal work 
"Post Partum Document" from 1973-79 she documented the daily rituals and 
interactions between herself and her infant son in order to better understand the 
nature of that process. In so doing she was also investigating assertions made by 
Freud and Lacan, the prevailing patriarchy in the world of psychoanalytic 
theory, about the gender and personality formation during early stages if life. 
 
The Los Angeles based team Kerr and Malley did collaborative installations, both 
in galleries and the public domain, about reproductive rights of women. 
"Reproductive rights have nothing to do with morality - they have to do with 
business, economics, medicine, and who really controls it all.” (8) In the mid-
1980's they did an installation about the violence to women which is a result of 
abortion being considered against the law. They found testimonies written by 
women in the 19th century an hour before they died describing the nature of 
their botched abortion which they on the verso side of free standing images of 
women's bodies in the middle of the space and lined the walls with black and 
white snapshots  of abortion clinics in Southern California. Their emphasis on 
reproductive rights underscores the current dilemma in which conservative 
members of Congress and the religious right are becoming increasingly pro-
active in their anti-abortion efforts. And, it is testimony to the place of abortion 
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rights in the culture that doctors are not taught how to safely perform abortions 
in medical schools. 
 
Judith Crawley, in her book "Giving Birth is Just the Beginning: Women Speak 
About Mothering", attempts to represent the relationship between mothers and 
children using the vernacular of snap shots of daily life to reclaim the territory of 
motherhood as worthy of photographic representation.  And, in the scholarly 
book entitled " Pregnant Pictures” Sandra Matthews and Laura Wexler 
reproduce and discuss the work of numerous women artists who deal with 
various aspects of pregnancy in order to overturn cultural taboos against 
picturing the pregnant body and make visible the wide range of meanings for the 
pregnant body in the United States. 
 
Robin Lasser, an artist represented in this book, has used the billboard venue to 
make visible ways which women experience cultural repression about their 
bodies. One image with two pots aflame says, “Fear of fat eats us alive; Some 
women don’t just diet. They die. Anorexia Nervosa.” In another entitled “How’s 
my mothering?” Lasser presents women without faces conveying that some 
pregnant women feel they are perceived as invisible in public and devoid of 
sexuality, intellect and personality. The torsos are representative portraits of the 
types of cultural constructs that objectify mothers and distill their individuality 
to walking, ever-growing public vessels. By showing us various symbolic images 
of pregnancy in larger than life representations on a billboard outside the white 
cube, she is able to reach a much larger audience to consider how stereotyping of 
pregnancy via images functions in the culture. 
 
 
RECLAMATION OF HISTORY 
 
From 1973-1979, Judy Chicago, in collaboration with hundreds of women, made 
the monumental "Dinner Party" which exhumed the history of seminal women in 
Western civilization. She chose the shape of a triangle, symbol of female power, 
as the table on which to display 39 place settings devoted to women in history. 
She also created a time line of women and their accomplishments throughout 
western history which accompanied the table installation. In so doing she was 
attempting to realign history to include stories and symbols from deep time as a 
way of challenging conventional histories and economic and social systems. 
 
Multicultural and working class perspectives have been an important part of the 
work done since 1970. There has been a growing number of women artists who 
have been giving voice to the realities and dilemmas which are part of their lives. 
Pat Ward Williams, Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie, Clarissa Sligh, Patsi Valdez,  Judy 
Bacca, May Sun, Nobi Nagasawa, Delilah Montoya, Carrie Mae Weems, Lorna 
Simpson, Betty Sahr, to name a few, have done ground breaking work which 
addresses the politics and point of view of non-white artists who have found 
their voice. Much of their work unmasks the racism embedded in cultural 
institutions; some of it remembers histories which have never been told, and 
some attempts to heal by providing images of affirmation. Along with this new 
generation of artists has emerged a generation of art historians, such as Lucy 
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Lippard, Deborah Willis, Whitney Chadwick, Frances Pohl, Phyllis Jackson and 
Shifra Goldman, who are recovering and strengthening the history of women 
artists through symposia, exhibitions and publications. 
 
In 1992 Coco Fusco and Gomez Pena did a series of performances entitled "The 
Year of The White Bear" about ethnocentrism and the constructed dichotomy of 
first world/third world peoples. Fusco dressed as the prototypic fetishized 
female 'primitive' who behaved according the western stereotypes of pre-
technological people. During the performance she attempted to get the audience 
to interact with her and in so doing confront their own assumptions and biases 
about third world women. Her more recent work has evolved into installations 
and performances about the plight of women working in the maquiladoras south 
of the U.S. border. Her larger life concern is in unmasking these biases and 
realities in order to make visible the mechanisms for controlling lower class, 
often non-white women, there and throughout the world. 
 
The work of Chicana artist Christina Fernandez is important to include here 
because it names and grapples with her struggle with connecting with her Latina 
sisters. In previous work she used her own familial history or stories of women 
she knew or interviewed as a vehicle to recitfy a complete lack of stories for 
women which tell of strength and hardships of Mexicanas and Chicanas of the 
past and present. In her latest series entitled “Ruin” (Figure 10), Fernandez 
rephotographs images of indigenous Mexican women in the background of 
photographs by well-known Mexican imagemakers and overlays these  images 
with her own image. In her view most Chicanas have a nostalgic connection to 
indigenous women as a part of their politicized ideology to be identified with the 
working class and poor people of Mexico despite the widening cultural gap. The 
hiding in and dispersion and metamorphosis of herself in these images as well as 
the enlargement of the pixels of reproduction are almost a metaphor for 
estrangement and the failure of photograpy to enable some type of meaningful 
connection between the viewer and the subject depicted in the photograph. The 
ultimate question posed by the work is “What is left of the self, and the 
knowledges, traditions, and beliefs of one’s ancestors, after cultural 
estrangement, geographic relocation, and social displacement –- after the cultural 
and natural sites that condition our identities are reduced to the broken stones of 
what once was?” 
 
For Barbara Jo Revelle, reclamation of people in history has formed the focus of 
her work. In the late 1980s Revelle received a Colorado Council on the Arts 
commission to select 87 men and 87 women who had made an important 
contribution to the history of the State of Colorado and include their portraits in 
a series of mosaic murals on the front of the Denver Convention Center. The 
project proceeded smoothly until the question arose of who should be included. 
Revelle, who is an intrepid researcher, wanted to make sure that people from the 
multi-cultural history of Colorado were acknowledged. The committee awarding 
the grant wanted to see a more canonical version of history celebrating pioneer 
heroics and the white male power elite, rather than a history foregrounding 
indigenous and working class people. Revelle fought to include Black Panther 
leaders, labor activists, artists, feminists, aids workers and leaders in the Chicano 
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movement. Ultimately the debate was about what class should be included. 
Wrangling over whose history should be included held up the project for over a 
year. After contentious media battles and city council hearings, Revelle's version 
of history prevailed. Currently, Revelle is working on a miner's history in 
Layafette, Colorado and the history of Fort Meyers, Florida. 
 
In the mid-1980's Esther Parada did a large computer generated piece entitled 
“The Monroe Doctrine” (Figure 3.3) about U.S. intervention in Latin America, a 
subject by en large absent from U.S. media. In this work she juxtaposed gritty 
and highly stylized images of U.S. and Latin American military personnel with 
extremely fine-grained photo representations of women and children being 
subsumed by the military. The accompanying text which was integrated into the 
work gives verbal testimony to domination by the military of women and 
children. This theme of female domination in history was also central to the 
stereo transform work which Parada did at the California Museum of 
Photography which deconstructs the configuration of Christopher Columbus 
statues in every major city and town square throughout Latin America which 
include a scantily clothed woman 'native' reaching up to honor Columbus. In her 
latest work Parada concerns herself with familial generations and the 
construction of family which falls outside of the conventional ‘nuclear 
family’mode.  
 
The final artist in this essay is Meridel Rubinstein who, in works such as Critical 
Mass, a collaboration with Ellen Zweig, and Joan’s Arc, attempts to find the 
healing intersection between seemingly disparate worlds. In Critical Mass she 
deals with the intersection of Native Americans and the nuclear industry in New 
Mexico and role Edith Warner played in creating a ‘safe spot’ for the scientists at 
Los Alamos as symbolized by her image on the side of Fat Boy, dropped on 
Nagasaki during WWII (Figure 12). For Rubenstein, the writing of Elaine Scarry 
has been important in understanding physical pain and its relationship to 
psychic pain. Scarry’s locating of the site of war as emanating from pain within 
the body became a metaphor for her recent work. In Joan’s Arc: Vietnam, the 
warrior in a woman’s body and the eastern vanquished are interfaced to make a 
work that creates a zone of  communality, not just one of guilt and suffering. By 
naming the pain Rubenstein continues her investigation of forces out of history 
and myth that have threatened our sense of rootedness at the end of this century. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
During the last 500 years, while women have actively participated in the art 
making practice of their time, they have been excluded from history and the 
system which acknowledges or communicates their ideas. During the last thirty 
years there has been a renaissance in which women artists have worked together 
to expand possibilities for content and exhibition and have experienced the 
satisfaction of seeing their work enter the dialogue of their time. The challenge 
for women will be to continue this intensity of activity, remaining true to the 
interior voice which gives veracity and energy to art making, and to continue to 
generate innovative solutions for exhibition and change at a time of dwindling 
public support for the arts. 
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Notes: 
 
(1) Lippard, Lucy. 1982. OVERLAY, New York, Pantheon Books: p. 4. 
(2) Aperture. Fall 1990. V. 121, “The Body in Question”: p. 167 
(3)  “                 “                 “ 
(4) Throughout the latter part of the 20th C. issues of censorship have plagued 
artists. In 1986, in an effort to curb child pornography, the National Obscenity 
Enforcement Unit were created by former Attorney General Edwin Meese to 
train local and state law enforcement officers to use SWAT-like procedures to 
make obscenity related arrests. Artists Andres Serrano, Robert Mapplethorpe, 
Alice Sims and Jock Sturges are just a few of the artists who have had to grapple 
with obscenity laws.  
 
On June 25, 1998, the U.S. Supreme Court in an 8-1 vote upheld the provision 
which requires the National Endowment for the Arts to take into account 
"general standards of decency and respect for the diverse beliefs and values of 
the American pubic" when making grants. The decision came in a case originally 
brought against the National Endowment by performance artists Karen Finley, 
Tim Miller, Holly Hughes and John Fleck who were denied NEA individual 
artists grants because of the content of their work. In her performance, Ms. Finley 
uses her body, sometimes appearing nude and covered only with chocolate, to 
make a statement about the abuse of women. "My work was taken out of context 
and eroticized by Helms on the Senate floor...Who is going to be the decider of 
what's decent and what isn't... It will be a free-for-all. The witch  hunt can 
happen anywhere...Only Justice David H. Souter, in a lone dissenting opinion, 
interpreted the provision...as violating the First Amendment. “A statute 
disfavoring speech that fails to respect Americans’ ‘diverse beliefs and values’ is 
the very model of viewpoint discrimination,” Justice Souter said". New York 
Times, Friday, June 26, 1998, A17. 
 
(5) Harraway, Donna. 1991. SIMIANS, CYBORGS AND WOMEN: THE 
 REINVENTION OF NATURE, New York , Rutledge: p. 152 
(6) Davidov, Judith Fryer. 1998. WOMEN’S CAMERA WORK: 
 SELF/BODY/OTHER IN AMERICAN VISUAL CULTURE, Durham and 
 London, Duke University Press: p. 19. 
(7) Davidov, p. 44. 
(8) Research, “Angry Women”, P. 158 
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Fig. 3.1 Laurie Long, from the  Becoming Nancy Drew series,  
1996, courtesy of artist 
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Figure 3.2. Beverly Naidus, One Size Does Not Fit All,  
1992, courtesy of artist. 
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Figure 3.3 Esther Parada, The Monroe Doctrine, 1987,  
Courtesy of artist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


