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 Synopsis 

 

This dissertation asks: Have the criticisms surrounding 70s feminist art negatively impacted 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ when engaging with the female nude? Chapter 

one draws upon key writings by Lynda Nead, Linda Nochlin, Whitney Chadwick and Hilary 

Robinson to examine criticisms of a range of artworks that provoked a strong feminist 

reaction during the period of second wave feminism, primarily focusing on the work of 

Hannah Wilke. In doing so an overview of the social and political agendas behind female 

ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŘŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŜǊŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ тлǎ is provided. This 

creates a context for Chapter two in which to explore the various relationships 

contemporary female artists have to the category of feminist art, focusing on artists Vanessa 

Beecroft, Cecily Brown and Pipilotti Rist. The first two case studies analyse selected works 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ΨǇƻǎǘ-ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘΩ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŜƳƛƴism is 

ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΩ ŀǊǘΦ  5ƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƪŜȅ ǘŜȄǘǎ ōȅ 

Ariel Levy and Amelia Jones, it is revealed how feminist content, including emotion are often 

side-lined in favour of masculinist objective readings. The main concern of this dissertation is 

to uncover the problematic nature of combining theory and practice when depicting the 

nude, and conclusively proposes that, despite these issues, a continual engagement and 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ όŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇŀra-ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩύ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ 

female artists such as Pipilotti Rist to positively contextualise their work in a clear and 

unrestrictive manner. 
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Introduction 

 

This dissertation examines whether or not feminist criticƛǎƳǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ depictions 

of the female nude during the 1970s WomenΩǎ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ influenced 

contemporary female artistsΩ approach to the nude.  By discussing prominent 70s feminist artist 

Hannah Wilke and in particular her examples of body art, supplemented with examples of work by 

her counterparts within the movement, the first objective of this dissertation is to explore how 

feminist criticisms have overridden the subjectivity of certain 70s feminist artworks. ¢ƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

Movement created a contested territory, where it was difficult for women artists to negotiate their 

own practice in relation to the burdens of feminist theory, which arguably, has resulted in a level of 

avoidance of an involvement with it by contemporary female artists. Have the rigorous concepts and 

conflicting opinions  within feminist theory regarding how the nude should be presented in art, 

dominated over the positive aspects of 70s feminist art, such as the subversion of objective 

ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǊŜŎƭŀƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ōƻŘȅΚ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ is the case, has feminist 

theoretical criticism gone against its own ideals by attacking women artistsΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ 

matter, resulting in a situation where contemporary female artists seek liberation by embracing a 

ΨǇƻǎǘ-ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΚ An analysis of the correlation between female artists depicting the nude 

and existing theoretical literature surrounding the topic is imperative to my own studio practice as a 

contemporary female artist exploring themes of the female body in my work. 

Included is a discussion of the historical significance of the representation of the nude by female 

artists in the 70s and why the subject matter became so prominent socially and politically. During 

the era of second wave feminism, ways in which female artists were able to make work were 

revolutionised. Notions of a patriarchal cultural framework designed to favour male dominated 

concepts of aesthetic value were being challenged. Women artists shifted the purpose of the nude in 

art by simultaneously liberating the female body whilst making audiences aware of the cultural 

prejudices and identities projected onto it. To introduce the precarious naturŜ ƻŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ 

position as ōƻǘƘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ [ŀǳǊŀ aǳƭǾŜȅΩǎ well-known eǎǎŀȅ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ 

ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀΣΩ (written in 1973 and published in 1975), in which she explains the cultural 

construction of gender in relation to the Male Gaze.  Art historian and scholar Whitney Chadwick 

questions how female artists are supposed to renegotiate their own overlooked emotional 

subjectivity when the work is only recognised for its feminist and political overtones: 
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[T]o identify woman as a subject of representation and not as an object of representation is 
a long and difficult process; to renegotiate cultural paradigms is often perceived as 
threatening by the dominant cultural group. Appropriating codes which have great social 
power, deconstructing them to expose their inconsistencies and ideology, using fragments 
and refusing wholeness, artists reveal the ways that codes of meaning are entrenched in the 
dominant culture.1 

To gain a further understanding of related concepts, I will explore how the construction of general 

feminist art theory ultimately seeks to enlighten and provide a feminist context in which a female 

ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǿƻrk can exist, referring to key texts by feminist theorists: Griselda Pollock, Judith Butler, 

Hilary Robinson, Lynda Nead and Linda Nochlin and Rosemary Betterton. However, the main 

parameters of my discussion lie in what happens when ideologies between these different theories 

clash and the impact this can have oƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ΨŘƻƛƴƎ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ 

Through a discussion of Hannah Wilke, and the varying criticisms of her work, I will highlight the 

inconsistencies contained within feminist criticisms: some argue that her work is exploitative and 

narcissistic whereas others deem ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŜǾƻƪŜŘ ōȅ IŀƴƴŀƘ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ 

art discussion surrounding the nude and the prospect of creating a new female visual language. 

This raises questions about the contentions of the nude: Are a younger generation of female artists 

simply regurgitating previous concepts from the 70s because they have been denied knowledge of 

this movement, or because some of the same issues are still as relevant today? My proposal is both, 

but more prominently the latter. If this is the case, it is important to question: ƛŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ 

artists approach the subject matter differently from those in the 70s, is it due to the implications of 

feminist theory? As a practicing artist attempting to implement an effective feminist approach in 

engaging with the female body it is crucial to ask: has the problematic nature of the way feminist 

theory appears to confuse image with content had a negative implication on the way female artists 

now approach the female nude? 

In relation to key texts by Ameila Jones and Ariel Levy, I will discuss how the ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇƻǎǘ-

femƛƴƛǎƳΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜŘ ōȅ contemporary female artists Vanessa Beecroft and Cecily Brown 

and if this is due to the fact that Ψfeminist art' as a category has lacked visibility in a universally male 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ which still controls how images are interpreted. Both artists attempt 

to bypass the gender-based subordination which affixes ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿƻƳŀƴΩ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ΨŀǊǘƛǎǘΩ through 

their depictions of the female nude. However, are ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ΨƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΣΩ 

overcoming or simply reiterating their partiality within it? LŦ ŀ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ ǎǳōǎŜǊǾƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŀƭŜΩ ƛǎ 

                                                           
1
 Whitney Chadwick, Women, Art and Society (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990) p.365. 
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the case, is this due to the prefix ΨǇƻǎǘΩ which implies that feminist politics is an outmoded 

ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩǎ ultimate goal of allowing women their own subjectivity?2 Outlined 

is that a new feminist position needs to come into articulation in a contemporary setting in order to 

advance its discussions. This will be considered ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ !ƳŜƭƛŀ WƻƴŜǎΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǇŀǊŀ-

ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊallel with the artwork of Pipilotti Rist, which attempts to restructure 

perspectives of the female body. 

 

 

1. The Female Nude in Feminist Art Theory and Practice 

1.1 Historical Overview 

 

Western fine art practice has predominantly existed in a patriarchal framework in which the male 

artist enjoys a dominant position in relation to both the production and consumption of fine art. The 

female nude has held a central position as subject matter and subsequently has existed in the 

confines of this cultural sphere. In highly regarded ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ The Birth of Venus 

(1486) ǘƻ /ŞȊŀƴƴŜΩǎ The Large Bathers (1906), the female nude has served as a symbolic object to be 

viewed and enjoyed by the spectator. Thus it is not surprising that the 1970s Second Wave Feminist 

Liberation Movement provoked new examinations into how the nude has so far been perceived in 

western art, or more importantly, the supposed lack of women artists depicting it. This is not to say 

that prior to the 1970s women were completely inactive in art-making, or in depicting the nude. 

However, it was the 70s protests against what the historical preference towards, what Whitney 

Chadwick refers to as ΨƘŜǊƻƛŎΩ ƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΦ3  

A factor partially responsible for the male dominant production of art is the existence of educational 

art institutions within a value system which sustained the notion of sexual difference and held an 

attitude that gender constitutes ability. Therefore the value of artworks was defined based on which 

gender produced it.  In Framing Feminism, Griselda Pollock discusses  how 70s feminist artists sought 

to challenge the problematic gender inequalities engrained in the way several different types of art 

institutions such as museums, galleries and universities functioned, as well as orthodox ideas about 

                                                           
2
 Amelia Jones, Self/Image: Technology, Representation and the Contemporary Subject (London: Routledge, 

2006) p.209. Amelia Jones, Ψ¢ƘŜ wŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ CŜƳƛƴƛǎƳόǎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ !ǊǘǎΣ мфтл-нллфΩ ƛƴ Feminism Is Still Our 
Name: Seven Essays On Historiography and Curatorial Practices, eds. Malin Hedlin Hayden, Jessica Sjoholm 
Skrubbe (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2010) p.14. 
3 
Chadwick, p.8. 
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ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ΨƎǊŜŀǘΩ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘΦ4 These ideas are ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴ [ƛƴŘŀ bƻŎƘƭƛƴΩǎ Ψ²Ƙȅ IŀǾŜ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 

.ŜŜƴ bƻ DǊŜŀǘ ²ƻƳŜƴ !ǊǘƛǎǘǎΚΩ όмфтмύ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 

should not be equated to any difference in capability in the production of art but rather the lack of 

equal academic opportunities available to women.5 

Prior to the beginning  of the 20th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǊƻƻƳ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ 

within educational establishments, despite the study of the female nude being a crucial component 

in academic art training from the 16th century onwards.6 Even if a woman had managed to place 

herself in art education along with her male peers, her gender was restrictive in denying her access 

to the most highly regarded type of subject matter.7  Arguably, during the 19th century when women 

gained equal access to the life room, the nude still proved a very academic and objective study 

rather than the uninhibited exploration of self and of gender issues which came about during the 

1970s: intrinsic to my investigation is this altered approach towards the female nude. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŜŀǊǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ΨŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΩ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǿho had managed to practice despite these difficulties; granting them the 

recognition they felt had been lost in the realms of a male dominated art history. The investigations 

pointed towards the fact that uncovering these works could prove valuable to the discussion and 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǊǘ ƴƻǿΦ Inevitably this brought about the question of there being an 

ΨǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΣΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŎƻǊŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅΩ8  which could present a link between female 

artists, and consciously be applied by contemporary female artists wishing to celebrate 

womanhood.9  

However, these ideologies arose from the dominant voice of a predominantly middle class feminist 

group, which created the issue of simply herding all women artists into the same league, overlooking 

the numerous historical, social and personal differences in which the artwork had been produced. 

This form of stereotyping only reinforced the art historical habit of άŦƛƭƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǊǘ ŀǿŀȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜƴƛƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩΦέ 10 Also problematic was the ideology that these works 

with their new feminist overtones could simply be re-integrated into the existing structure of 

                                                           
4
 Griselda Pollock, Framing Feminism (London: Pandora, 1987) xiii. 

5
 [ƛƴŘŀ bƻŎƘƭƛƴ Ψ²Ƙȅ IŀǾŜ ¢ƘŜǊŜ .ŜŜƴ bƻ DǊŜŀǘ ²ƻƳŜƴ !ǊǘƛǎǘǎΚΩ ƛƴ Women, Art, and Power: and Other Essays 

(London: Thames and Hudson, 1989) pp. 147-158 
6
 Chadwick, p.33. 

7
 Ibid., p.33. 

8
 See pp., 17 -18 in Contextual Overview 

9
 Pollock, p.82. 

10
 Ibid., p.62 
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ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀǊǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƴƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

importance.11  

With the simple femƛƴƛǎǘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄŜǎΣ ¢ƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ [ƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

was a time when activists campaigned for positive changes to end gender discrimination. The 

shifting social and political climate brought feminist concerns into the public eye and allowed 

women the freedom to express themselves in the arts, some engaging with subject matters 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǘŀōƻƻΩ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ōƻŘȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŜƴǎǘǊǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƳŀǎǘǳǊōŀǘƛon and 

childbirth.12 In Tied-Up Woman (1973), Ana Mendieta used her own body as a performance tool to 

depict the restrictive position of the female body in society.13 This encapsulates the significance of 

female artists addressing gender specific issues directly with their own bodies in order to create an 

accessible and universal female experience. An autobiographical transposition from body to artwork 

caused a major shift in the appearance of visual art,14 and was intrinsic to the reclamation of the 

female body and sexuality, both of which have been repressed in western culture and in western art 

as a result. The inequality and control of women under patriarchy has existed in parallel with male 

ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ domineering use of the idealised female nude as a subject matter. 15  

An investigation into the theories of the 1970s was and is crucial for contemporary female artists to 

be able to position themselves within the parameters of a previously male dominated field. At the 

time, many of the artworks were being produced both in light of and in response to feminist theory; 

therefore they often became highly political and debated sources of feminist visual imagery. They 

fuelled discussion about the complexities surrounding attempts by female artists to renegotiate their 

position within a patriarchal structure favouring an already accepted male intellectual supremacy. 

The ideal effect of this would be that it would allow for contemporary female artists to better 

position themselves when depicting the nude, however it has resulted in the nude becoming highly 

contested territory when it comes to selecǘƛƴƎ ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΩ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ 

 

 

 

                                                           
11

 Chadwick, p.12. 
12

 Cornelia Butler, Wack!: Art and the Feminist Revolution (Los Angeles: Calf.: Museum of Contemporary Art, 
2007) pp., 292-325. 
13

 Gloria Moure, ed., Ana Mendieta ό.ŀǊŎŜƭƻƴŀΥ 9ŘƛŎƛƻƴŜǎ tƻƭƝƎǊŀŦŀΣ мффсύ ǇΦоп 
14

 Pollock, p.3. 
15

 Lynda Nead, The Female Nude: Art, Obscenity and Sexuality (London: Routledge, 1992) p6. 
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1.2 Contextual Overview 

 

 hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ [ƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

Movement and in the years preceding it is the notion that gender exists as a cultural construction. 

The eminently influential  Ŝǎǎŀȅ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀΩ ōȅ [ŀǳǊŀ aǳƭǾŜȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ 

reference point for numerous feminist art writers when discussing the issues surrounding the 

objectification of the female nude as well as women as both subject and object.  Based on an 

analysis on the structure of film, Mulvey highlights the importance of psychoanalytic theory for 

drawing attention to the ways in which gender and sexuality in culture are socially constructed, so 

other feminists can begin to άŦƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ όŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜύ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘȅΦέ16 Integral to 

her discussion is the phallus as a symbol of power and domination, denoting all the typically 

ΨƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜΩ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ƭŀǿ ŀƴŘ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƘŀƭƭǳǎ 

ƛǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜƴƛǎΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ƻƴŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ 

they exist as a literal inverse to men; exhibiting ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ΩŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

irrationality. The idea of the castrated woman proves problematic not only in that she functions as 

an archetype of sexual difference, threatening the male symbolic structure in which she exists, but 

also in her confinement to the ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΩ ǇƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŀƛǊΦ 17  

/ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ΨƭŀŎƪΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

{ƛƳƻƴŜ 5Ŝ .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ The Second Sex. BeŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǳǘǿŀǊŘƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŀƭŜΣ ŜǇƛǘƻƳƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ǿƘƻƭŜΣ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΣ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǿŀǊŘƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ 

and thus her incomplete, inessential subordination. 

This gendered structure is the foundation from which Mulvey discusses the formation of the 

preŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ aŀƭŜ DŀȊŜΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ [ŀŎŀƴΩǎ ΨaƛǊǊƻǊ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ18 Mulvey discusses the split nature of 

ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƎƻΩǎ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƳƛǎǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǾŜǊǿǊƛǘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ 

real and perceiveŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΩ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴŀǘƻƳȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

                                                           
16

 Laura aǳƭǾŜȅΣ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀΣΩ ƛƴ Visual and Other Pleasures by Laura Mulvey 
(London: Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 1989) p15 
17

 Linda Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power: and Other Essays (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989) p.28. 
18

 ¢ƘŜ ΨƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ ƛǎ the moment in which a child recognises their own image, resulting in the constitution of 
the ego, when physical ambition begins to outweigh motor capacity. In aǳƭǾŜȅΣ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 
/ƛƴŜƳŀΣΩ ƛƴ Visual and Other Pleasures by Laura Mulvey, p18. 
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surrounding environment by which ideals are imposed onto the individual. 19 Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ άǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭǎ ƛƳŀƎŜǎΣέ20  ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ΨǿƻƳŀƴΩ ƛƴǘƻ 

an icon to be displayed and viewed pleasurably. 

tǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƳŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻƪΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳre itself still 

άŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴǎ ǘƻ ŜǾƻƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ƛǘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜŘΦέ21 Thus the idealistic qualities 

ŦŀōǊƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ƎŀȊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƛǎƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊΩ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

Mulvey acknowledges that society in its current phallocentric, law-and-order promoting form, relies 

on the image of the castrated woman to function. This symbolic order continues to control viewing 

pleasure, splitting it between active male and passive female, but this perception only exists 

because: άǊŜpresentation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; they describe it from 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ22 

It is obvious that the Male Gaze is a dominant force which controls how images of women are 

perceƛǾŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǇƭƛǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-perception lies in the fact that they see themselves 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ DŀȊŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΩ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǳǇ ōȅ 

women; making them self-reflective and extremely image conscious, creating a paradox between 

the reality and performance of self. As John Berger famously stated: 

 Men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked 
at. This determines not only most relations between men and women but also the relation 
of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. 
Thus she turns herself into an object ς and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.23 

This is applicable not only to how women are presented and perceived within art but also reinforces 

the idea previously suggested by Chadwick that the traditional focus has not been on women as 

makers but as subjects of art. 24  Thus women have had to find ways to appreciate historical artworks 

despite their exclusion of female perspectives, because they are lead to believe that questioning 

their objectives would be to undermine their great significance:25   

                                                           
19

 .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ ǉǳƻǘŜ άhƴŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ōƻǊƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ƻƴŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƻƴŜέ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΦ /ƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminism Literary Theory (London: Routledge, 1985) p.65 
20

 aǳƭǾŜȅΣ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀΣΩ ƛƴ Visual and Other Pleasures by Laura Mulvey, p.19. 
21

 Ibid., p.21. 
22

 Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (London: Vintage, 1997) p.161 
23

 John Berger, Ways Of Seeing (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1972) p.35 
24

 aǳƭǾŜȅΣ Ψ±ƛǎǳŀƭ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀΣΩ ƛƴ Visual and Other Pleasures by Laura Mulvey, p.15. 
Chadwick, p.33. 
25

 wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ .ŜǘǘŜǊǘƻƴΣ ΨIƻǿ 5ƻ ²ƻƳŜƴ [ƻƻƪΩ ƛƴ Visibly Female: Feminism and Art: an Anthology, Hilary 
Robinson ed. (London: Camden, 1987) p.252. Nochlin, p.29. 
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[I]n a patriarchal culture it is clearly the case that women are forced to adopt a masculine 
viewpoint in the production and consumption of images far more often than men are 
required to adopt a feminine one.26  

 

Lƴ ƘŜǊ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ΨIƻǿ 5ƻ ²ƻƳŜƴ [ƻƻƪΣΩ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ .ŜǘǘŜǊǘƻƴ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 

valid point that, although Mulvey provides a basis from which to begin understanding the 

spectatorship of women, it is a dedication to describing the confines of the Male Gaze in which 

women are trapped. Thus is there any means by which women presenting the nude can break out of 

άŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎέΚ27 

Suggested is that the male bias binary system from which psychoanalytic theory arises is in itself 

phallocentric and assumes hierarchy when placing woman ŀǎ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ in relation to man, which 

reinstates their oppressed position. 28 In This Sex Which Is Not One, Luce Irigaray discusses the 

implications of this in comprehending womanhood and its inability to articulate a detached or 

specifically female discourse. 29 In opposition to Mulvey, Irigaray argues that examining the tools of 

patriarchy only enforces, rather than subverts, what is already the problem.30 Irigaray suggests that 

the only means of breaking out of oppression is to employ new, female methods of articulation in 

order to overthrow the already male dominated structure of language (which of course regulates the 

way in ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǊǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘύΣ ƘŜǊ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ "exploitation of women is based 

upon sexual difference and can only be resolved through sexual difference." 31 

In response to the restrictive nature of voyeurism, the overlying objective for many women artists 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΣ ƭŜǎǎ ŦŜǘƛǎhized version of the female 

nude in an attempt to break it out of oppression.32 Integral to my contextual overview is an analysis 

of feminist artist Hannah Wilke, who used her own nude as an artistic medium to question the 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜŀƭ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅ ǾŜǊǎǳs its lived reality. It is her 

inextricable association with the movement which links her to some of the key feminist theory 

sǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ тлΩǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜƛƴƎ ǉǳƛƴǘŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿave, its imagery created a 

                                                           
26

 .ŜǘǘŜǊǘƻƴΣ ΨIƻǿ 5ƻ ²ƻƳŜƴ [ƻƻƪΩ ƛƴ Visibly Female: Feminism and Art: an Anthology, Robinson ed. p.257. 
27

 Ibid., p.252  
28

 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One (New York: Cornell U.P., 1985) p.69. 
29

 ! ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ CǊŜǳŘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛǘƻǊƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇŜƴƛǎΦ LōƛŘΦΣ ǇǇΦΣ оп-35. 
30

 This oppositional viewpoint is also ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ [ǳŎȅ [ƛǇǇŀǊŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŀǎƪǎΥ άIƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ōȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 
ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘΚέ [ǳŎȅ [ƛǇǇŀǊŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ 
ƛƴ ΨCŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ LǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ !ǊǘΩ !ǳŘƛƻ !Ǌǘǎ aŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΣ ±ƻƭ п bƻмΣ όмфтуύ URL: 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/audio-arts/volume-4/number-1> [Accessed: 15 February 2016] 
31

 [ǳŎŜ LǊƛƎŀǊŀȅΣ Ψ9ǉǳŀƭ ƻǊ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΩΣ ƛƴ The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret Whitford (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) 
p.32. 
32
.ŜǘǘŜǊǘƻƴΣ ΨIƻǿ 5ƻ ²ƻƳŜƴ [ƻƻƪΩ ƛƴ Visibly Female: Feminism and Art: an Anthology, Robinson ed. p.251. 
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highly contested feminist debate, and suddenly personal endeavours became political ones. One of 

her most prominent works, S.O.S ς Starification Object Series (1975), consists of Wilke acting out the 

poses of a glamour model, having stuck numerous vulvic forms made out of chewing gum to her 

naked body to symbolise the degradation of women within commodity culture. Relating to Irigaray, 

Wilke sought to create a uniquely feminine artistic language:33 άL ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

vagina, as a source and symbol rather than a joke. Nobody cringes when they hear the word 

ǇƘŀƭƭƛŎΦέ34 However, Wilke was subjected to feminist criticisms. Suspicious of her supposed 

ƴŀǊŎƛǎǎƛǎƳΣ WǳŘƛǘƘ .ŀǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ {ŀƴŘȅ CƭƛǘǘŜǊƳŀƴ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΥ 

άƛƴ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘǊƛǇǇŜǊΧ ²ƛƭƪŜΧ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

ŎƭŜŀǊΧ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŜƴŘǎ ǳǇ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǎǳōǾŜǊǘΦέ35 

 Thus it was argued that certain methods of representation would simply place the female nude back 

in the restrictive position in which it already existed. Mulvey notes that: 

Feminist aesthetic theory became, itself, fascinated by the image and by analysing the 
image, turning away from the problems of the real, influenced both by the impact of 
semiotics on contemporary culture and the revulsion against realism that characterised in 
the late 1960s and 1970s.36 

Therefore a conflict was created in which a female subjectivity has been eradicated in favour of the 

ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƳŀƭŜ ƎŀȊŜΥ ά! ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǊŜƛƴǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΦέ37 It has therefore been problematic for 

feminist theorists to support the production of the female nude within feminist art, due to an 

understanding that so far, the language by which to read the female nude is weighted with male 

values,38  meaning that it may not be read in any other than a male context. However, it is 

counterproductive to base feminist criticism on a wariness of pre-existing structures of 

representation over subjectivity when analysing a feminist artwork due to the fact that the nude has 

now been given a voice by the artist. 39    

 

                                                           
33

 Hannah Wilke, A Retrospective (Columbia, University of Missouri Press, 1989) p.46. 
34

 ΨHannah WilkeΩΣ The New Common Good Magazine, Issue 11 taken from the MAKE archive. 
35

 Amelia Jones, Body Art: Performing The Subject (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998) p.172. 
36

 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures ((London: Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 1989) xxii 
37

 Ibid., p.252. 
38 Rose Garrard in conversation with Marion Roberts (of Birmingham Post) (1984) URL: 

<http://www.rosegarrard.com/vaso_di_pandora.html> [accessed: 23
rd

 January 2016] 

39
 [ȅƴŘŀ bŜŀŘΣ ΨCǊŀƳƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜ CŜƳŀƭŜ .ƻŘȅΩ ƛƴ The Female Nude: Art, Obscenity and Sexuality, p.6. 



13 
 

Wilke, as well as numerous other female artists, endeavoured to modify approaches to 

representation by refusing to simply copy methods  of art production which had previously been 

ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣΩ ōǳǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇƛcacity. Turning to innovative 

mediums such as photography, photomontage and performance, was a means of calling into 

question the social construction of gender whilst bringing self-indicant ideas of femininity into the 

artwork.40 Most significantly it was aǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀǊǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ /ŀrolee 

{ŎƘƴŜŜƳŀƴΩǎ Interior Scroll (1975) succeeded in subverting the male gaze because it eȄƛǎǘŜŘ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣΩ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ΨǿƘƻƭŜΩ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ōȅ ƛƴŦƛƭǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ 

between the internal and external body. This presentation of the female body in an interchangeable 

new state is what was said to prevent its fetishisation.41  

If this is the case and performance is the only method by which to successfully bypass issues of 

voyeurism, female artists would be severely limited when wishing to explore other art forms. What 

about performances which are documented through photography, such as S.O.S? Does this change 

of medium revert the work back into object(s) subjected to fetishisation and perverse acts of 

ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ƛǎ 

able to relish the object at his chosen speed, to carry out repeated examinations and viewing 

positions?έ42  Feminist theory can then potentially repress women artists using other art forms such 

as painting or sculpture to depict the nude: the opinion of them being objectifying methods 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƛƴ ŀ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ 

This created a divisiƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǊǘ-making. Silvia Bovenschen suggests that as a 

ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΣ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ΨƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǘǳǊƴ ȅƻǳǊ 

back on the wider issue that women are unequally represented due to their gender. To deny 

ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ōȅ ƳǳǘƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇŀǎǎƛǾŜΩ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ 

repressive, but also the only way to be understood and accepted by a masculine viewpoint. 

Contesting this, it is possible to explore a ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ΨŦŜƳŀƭŜƴŜǎǎΣΩ ōǳǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

your efforts may be overruled by the male gaze and the imagery may yet again fall under the control 

of patriarchy, resulting in re-objectification and conformation to the male version of the female 

nude.43 Many criticisms of Hannah Wilke rely on this argument to prove that the work is degrading, 

                                                           
40

 Nochlin, p.29. 
41

 Nead, pp., 69-70. 
42

 Ibid., p.68. 
43

 {ƛƭǾƛŀ .ƻǾŜƴǎŎƘŜƴΣ ΨLǎ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ! CŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΚΩ όмфтсύ ƛƴ Feminism-Art-Theory: An Anthology, 1968 ς 
2000, Hilary Robinson ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001) p.302. This idea is also vigorously reinforced 
throughout Judy Chicago, Through The Flower: My Struggle as a Woman Artist ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ tǊŜǎǎΣ 
1982) 
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often attacking the use of her naturally beautiful body in reinforcing unrealistic ideals. Roberta Smith 

ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜǎ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ άƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊe than the artists enthusiastic exploitation of her 

ƻǿƴ ŘŀǊƪ ƘŀƛǊŜŘ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻƻƪǎΦέ44 However, surely the notion that Wilke ƛǎ Ψǘƻƻ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΩ can be 

equated with the fact that the views of these critics have been constructed through the Male Gaze, 

which fetishizes the female body. Proven then is how simplistic these criticisms are due to the fact 

that, as previously suggested by Betterton, women often have to adopt a masculine viewpoint in the 

production and consumption of images, which shows that they are capable of oscillating between a 

male and female perspective. If Wilke is able to acknowledge the difference between being purely 

an object of vision and an object of her own experience, so should her female spectators. 

 Neither Wilke nor her counterparts incorporated the nude into their work as a passive object of 

ƘŜǘŜǊƻǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƳŀƭŜ ŦŀƴǘŀǎȅΤ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǇƭƛǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿ 

for a direct, female response to being both surveyor and surveyed. This kind of autobiographical 

intervention, previously denied to women, cannot be equated to masculine ways of looking. 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ work is purely narcissistic is to deny her any means by which to 

positively relate to her own image, despite the ideals and degradations society has imposed onto her 

female body. The ΨŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƭƻƻƪΩ ƻǊ ƎŀȊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ²ƛƭƪŜ Ƙƛƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǾŀƛƴΣ 

brought about the possibility for women to create celebratory, positive associations with 

themselves.45 There lies the justiŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳƻǳƭŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŀǊǘ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘΩ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘ ƻŦΦ46  

Inspired by and practicing within the movement, artist Judy Chicago also employed celebratory 

strategies in order to counteract negative connotations of the female body. Embracing an idealist 

stance, she ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ƛƴ The Dinner Party (1979) to signify female genitals as a 

centre point of spirituality.47 Criticisms of this work incƭǳŘŜ Iƛƭǘƻƴ YǊŀƳŜǊΩǎ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

ΨǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎΣΩ ΨƪƛǘǎŎƘΩ48 ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ΨŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΦ49 

                                                           
44

 wƻōŜǊǘŀ {ƳƛǘƘΣ Ψ!Ǌǘ ±ƛŜǿΣΩ ¢ƘŜ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ¢ƛƳŜǎΣ CǊƛŘŀȅ hŎǘƻōŜǊ т мффс 
45

 .ŜǘǘŜǊǘƻƴΣ ΨIƻǿ 5ƻ ²ƻƳŜƴ [ƻƻƪΩ ƛƴ Visibly Female: Feminism and Art: an Anthology, Robinson ed. p.256. 
46

 Jones, Body Art: Performing The Subject, pp.173-175. 
47

 The Dinner Party consisted of a large, open triangular table with thirty-nine hand crafted place settings made 
ǳǇ ƻŦ ǇƭŀǘŜǎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǎŎǳƭǇǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨŎƻǊŜΤ ƛƳŀƎŜǊ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛƴ 
history. 
48

 Kitsch ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŜŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ǘŀǎǘŜǎΦ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻ ǳǎŜŘ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ 
ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘƛƴŀ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳōǊƻƛŘŜǊȅ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ŀǊǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
of enlightening creative methods contained ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ 
the realms of domesticity which women have conventionally been subjected to. Contained within Laura 
Cottingham, Amelia Jones, eds., {ŜȄǳŀƭ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΥ WǳŘȅ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻΩǎ 5ƛƴƴŜǊ tŀǊǘȅ Lƴ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ !Ǌǘ Iistory (Los 
Angeles: University Of California Press, Berkley, 1996) p.29.  
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However his assumption that the ǿƻǊƪ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛǎ άǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳŀǘƛŎ 

of a modernist, and still masculinist, mode of critical evaluation that could view the piece only as a 

threat to post-9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ΨǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦΩέ 50 This response suggests that the 

whole value system in which he analyses art is being tested, resulting in his rejection of it.51  A major 

feminist condemnation of this type of work is that it reduces female subjectivity to anatomy, 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǇǊŜ-conceived 

concepts of femininity constituted within patriarchy.52 Marjorie Kramer states: 

I ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ǿŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎƻ ƳŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ 
a different environment from men. Up to now, feminine sensibility has been slave 
sensibility.53  

However, in order for women to escape subordination, they have to establish what has segregated 

ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ {ǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻsed, 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΤ  ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

subjectivity  which seeks to counteract the symbolic order, despite being bound to it in its 

articulation.54 Furthermore, she does ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ άLŦ ŀǊǘ Ŏƻmes out of our experience, then our 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎΣέ55 relating to the idea that for any 

women to identify as a feminist in the first place means that, there is on some level, recognition that 

there are some shared issues affecting women, albeit negative ones.56 Surely then, a possibility for 

celebratory images about positive aspects of womanhood, produced with a feminist agenda, to 

counteract the negative ones should be allowed?   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
49

 Iƛƭǘƻƴ YǊŀƳŜǊΣ Ψ5ƻŜǎ CŜƳƛƴƛǎƳ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ !ǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΚΩ in The New York Times, 27 January 1980, 
sec 2, (in which he implies it does.) 
50

 Laura Cottingham, Amelia Jones, eds., {ŜȄǳŀƭ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΥ WǳŘȅ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻΩǎ 5ƛƴƴŜǊ tŀǊǘȅ Lƴ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ !Ǌǘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ (Los 
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!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ partially celebratory, she took ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻΩǎ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ 

eartƘΩ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ to de-ƳȅǎǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ǘƻ ŘŜǇƻǎŜ ǘŀōƻƻǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ 

the banality of female anatomy as it is not any more mysterious symbolically than the phallus 

(penis). Through her production of vaginal imagery she did not assume that women hold a uniform 

position against patriarchy, but did attempt to give the female body a voice for what it is, so women 

could learn for themselves to love what is despised.57 However, as we have already seen, Wilke has 

ōŜŜƴ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ YǊŀƳŜǊ ƛƴ Ψ{ƻƳŜ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘ hƴ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ !ǊǘΩ 

όмфтмύΥ άCŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΦέ58   

 

Yet ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ YǊŀƳŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ: άƛmages in a feminist painting have to be 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƭŜƎƛōƭŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭŜΦ CƛƎǳǊŀǘƛǾŜΦέ59 This is suggestive of a belief that feminism is not 

an internal but external quality, thus the artwork has to act on a symbolic level, much the same way 

as the language which articulates feminist theory.  It is hardly surprising that these kinds of criticisms 

have resulted in a level of avoidance towards depicting the female nude with a feminist agenda, 

seeing as they only seem to reinforce its restrictive position and create ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

pleasure in the production of art is lost.60 Moreover, to bring the nude back into the realm of the 

objective would subject it to the Male Gaze, which would end up making it exploitative anyway, 

unless a specifically Female Gaze was allowed to evolve.  Not taken into account is the need for a 

certain amount of deliberate exploitation of the nude in order to constitute social and political 

change. Wilke reiterates the danger of this hypocritical feminist dispute in her work Marxism and 

Art: Beware of Fascist Feminism (1977) in which she poses topless with a tie around her neck, 

ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨƳŀŎƘƻΩ ǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ ΨaŀǊƪǎ-ƛǎƳΩ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǳƴŘǎ ²ƛƭƪŜ ƛǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘŜŘ 

to as a women, whilst simultaneously making a comment on how this social constructionist 

approach to the body within feminist politics is now governing over the core ideologies of feminism, 

which creates a perilous situation for female artists. 

 

²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ǇŀǊƻŘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ criticism in which she can actively depict 

ōƻǘƘ ŀ ΨǊŜ-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ61 ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ 
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a condemnation of how the body is regulated.  Evident is that it is problematic to equate the very 

real probƭŜƳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƭƛƎƘǘ ς

representation does not determine reality.62 Mimicking the formula of advertising was a means of 

forcing a dialogue of feminist issues into the mainstream: 

[T]his kind of woǊƪ Ƴŀȅ ΨŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǘƛǎƘƛǎǘƛŎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƎƭŀƳƻǳǊ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎΣ 

reproducing its time scale for viewing and reading, echoing its themes of auto-eroticism and 

violence. However, this is subverted by an edge, an ambiguity and an excess which is too 

incisive to sit within the parameters of the genre.63  

 

²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŀōƭŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǇǊƻducer of her parody means she was in full 

control of calling into question the legitimacy of cultural norms.64 However, the problem lies in the 

possibility that the spectator may not have an adequate understanding of what has informed the 

ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ΨƎŜǘΩ ƛǘΦ65 Thus a situation is created in which if audiences miss a parodic allusion, they will 

then read the artwork like any other, which could explain why Wilke was dismissed for reinforcing 

the conventions she sought to overthrow. Misunderstandings of context mean  that the artworks 

effect is άƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŎƻŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

permit the phenomenon to cƻƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎΣέ66 creating a situation in which some level of feminist 

competence is required on the part of the spectator to be able to read the implications of the work 

adequately.  

 

wŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ creation of multifarious 

artworks ς meaning they cannot be judged from one particular objective stance. However, the 

ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǊǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ feminist artwork seem to have revolved around visual 

appearance and any real critical awareness of the intrinsic nature of the artwork, or what ideologies 

have been used to create it, were lost.67 Wilke uncovered the hypocrisy present within the dominant 

feminist movement and it was through her recognition of this that she kept herself from being 

engulfed in the popular feminist culture or consensus of the time.68  
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The overbearing, often contradictory criticisms of celebrations of femininity surrounding the 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŘŜ ƴƻǿ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀte 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΦΩ Robinson argues that if these criticisms had not been conducted at such a 

general level then:  

 

[I]t might have been possible to argue that in certain contexts, and under certain 
circumstances, the celebration of femininity is a highly appropriate and useful strategy for 
ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦέ69 
 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŜƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘΩ Ǉƻǎition has not stopped women exploring the same themes 

and the same kind of imagery time and time again since the 1970s: depictions of the nude do not 

have to conform to any of these visual ideologies in order to be read with a feminist agenda or be 

placed within a feminist context. For this very reason, it could be argued that the feminist movement 

has not succeeded because women still feel the need to re-explore key themes such as 

objectification and the celebration/essentialism of the female nude, and cannot do so in conjunction 

with doing justice to feminist theory.  Moreover, is there still a need to produce this kind of imagery 

because feminist art from the 70s lacks cultural visibility beyond a specific audience? 70 If so, an 

informed objective position ƭƛƪŜ ²ƛƭƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ǉŀȅ 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ тлΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

contemporary mainstream.   
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Figure 1: Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus, 1486. Tempera on Panel, 172.5 x 278.5 cm 
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     Figure 2: Paul Cézanne, The Large Bathers, 1905. Oil On Canvas, 127.2 x 196.1 cm 
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      Figure 3: Ana Mendieta, Tied-Up Woman, 1973, Series of 4 Photographs of Performance 
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   Figure 4:  Hannah Wilke, S.O.S - Starification Object Series, 1975. Series of 28 Black and White 

Photographs of Performance, each 12.7 x 17.8 cm.  
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         Figure 5: Carolee Schneeman, Interior Scroll, 1975. Suite of 13 Silver Gelatin Prints taken from 

photographs of Performance, each 35.5 x 27.9 cm. 
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         Figure 6: Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1979. Photograph of Installation containing ceramic, 

porcelain, textile. 

 

         

        Figure 7: Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1979. Photograph detailing section of Installation 

 


