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Event Report
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liRgpropUCTION"
W Fe A

“Reproduction” in Feminist
Art

Coordinator: Shunichiro OKA

(Research Assistant, CGS)

On October 1%, 2021, the Center for Gender Studies (CGS) invited Fumina
Hamasaki to present a webinar on the feminist art, which coincided with the
so-called second-wave feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Hamasaki
conducts interdisciplinary research on feminism, art and philosophy, focusing
on the critical intersection of human and animal.

Currently, the topics of gender and feminism have drawn significant
interest in the field of art historical and visual cultural research in Japan.
Researchers, however, have not thoroughly reexamined the idea of feminist
art, which emerged in the West during the 1960s and 1970s. This event, aiming
to fill this critical gap in the research field, attracted more than 100 viewers
online. This report summarizes Hamasaki’s lecture for future reference.

The lecture looked back on the feminist art movement through a key
concept, “reproduction.” Feminist art addressed the idea of reproduction,
including procreation, domestic work, and the like, through excessive
repetition and parody. These representations subversively challenged the
norms governing gender and sexuality. At the same time, they sometimes
enhanced the very norms of gender and sexuality. This ambiguity is at the
center of the questions raised in the lecture. Hamasaki described in detail

various works by feminist artists and explained the possibilities and limitations
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those representations faced. Part of the lecture was based on her Ph.D.
dissertation (submitted to Lancaster University), and the audience enjoyed
Hamasaki’s academically intriguing interpretation.

What is feminist art and what problems does it address? Hamasaki
emphasized that feminist art does not mean artworks created by women or art
created by feminists. Rather, feminist art embraces artistic production that has
an affinity with the sociopolitical concerns of second-wave feminism in the
1960s to 1970s. “The personal is political,” a famous slogan often associated
with second-wave feminism, also applies to the feminist art, the difference
being that the feminist art treated feminist concerns artistically. Feminist art
politically questions and undermines gender norms and androcentrism, which
sustains the system of the history of “Art.”

The movement of feminist art in this limited term questioned the notions
of patriarchy and androcentrism, but Hamasaki pointed out that the movement
adopted the perspective of the dominant Western and white racial culture.
Hamasaki also mentioned that she employed the term “second-wave” in
quotation marks, as she believes that the wave metaphor is problematic. A
wave signifies continuity while at the same time evoking discontinuity; the
term makes us believe that the issues raised in the past have been solved.
Furthermore, we should keep in mind that wave related discourse of feminist
history was told mainly by white women. Thus, we may fall into making
“others” of “feminist art” in limited terms if we rely on this discourse. We
should pay close attention to what “center” and “periphery” dynamics
discourse and history of “feminist art” in limited term produce. Hamasaki also
mentioned we should critically analyze exclusivity of “feminist art,” asking
how “feminist art” is made possible and what kind of marginalization feminist
art produces.

Through various conceptual frameworks and cultural concepts, feminist
art questions who has the right and power to represent as the “subject.” To

understand their inquiry, it is helpful to look at some of the binary ideas
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generated in the Western cultural discourse. Although these ideas are
seemingly neutral, they are gendered. Ideas such as the public, spirit, self,
subject, form, activity, and creation are associated with maleness while ideas
such as the private, body, matter, other, animal, passivity, lack are associated
with femaleness. As femaleness is often related to a lack of activity and
creativity, femaleness is connected to reproduction instead of creation or
production. Here, in this problematic framework, reproduction represents
repetitive, noncreative acts. Hamasaki stressed that such an understanding is
problematically reductive and essentialist. It is also important to note that this
binary logic erases differences between women, and creates and negates what
is excluded from these binary oppositions (the other “Others”) in order to
sustain its system.

When we consider the placement of these gendered concepts in the context
of the history of art in the West, the problem of male domination of the gaze
(the problem of the male gaze) comes into play. Citing visual culture researcher
John Berger, Hamasaki pointed out that there is a gendered structure of the
gaze in the art system. Men actively look at objects, and women look at
themselves being looked at (i.e., at an objectified self). Velazquez'’s Venus at Her
Mirror and Manet’s The Luncheon on the Grass are good examples of this power
dynamic. Furthermore Linda Nochlin’s 1971 article, “Why Have There Been
No Great Women Artists?” pointed out that structural discrimination, such as
limited access to art education, has excluded women from the system of art
and art history. Hamasaki asked whether it is acceptable for a feminist to be
recognized as a “great” artist without questioning the current value system.

Louise Bourgeois’s Femme Maison is a significant example of feminist art
that was cited in the lecture. Feminist art historians such as Alexandra M.
Kokoli closely analyze this work. Although this work was made before the
1960s, the title (“woman’s house”) and the details of the work anticipate the
issues of feminist art. The work depicts a human figure whose upper half,

including the face, has been replaced by a house. The individuality of the
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human being has been erased, and the figure becomes anonymous. It has no
eyes or mouth and cannot gaze back or speak. Nevertheless, strangely enough,
body parts related to reproduction, such as breasts and vagina, are depicted.
Thus, it can be said that Bourgeois strategically challenged male-centric
ideology by presenting the oppressive system as symbolized by the house and
the image of an anonymous woman. Hamasaki also cited Leticia Parente’s
Preparation I as an example of art that challenges the patriarchal system by
depicting the process of female objectification and the reality of oppression.

As Lucy Lippard suggests, at the core of feminist art is a critical perspective
that questions the hierarchical structure of “art.” Therefore, as already seen in
the two works mentioned above, feminist art cannot be categorized by form,
material, or method. Feminist art should be seen as an attempt to critically
grasp and subvert the idea of art itself.

Reproduction is an important concept in understanding feminist art.
Reproduction refers to the labor required to maintain the current social
structure. In the context of Marxist feminism in particular, the focus is on the
labor that makes labor itself possible, including housework, childbearing, child
rearing, care work, etc. As Marina Vishmidt points out, feminist art has
problematized the current social and art-related systems by addressing
reproductive labor, which has often been deemed worthless or inferior to
creative labor. Works cited in the lecture denaturalize reproduction or
reproductive labor and criticize capitalism and patriarchy maintained by
reproduction and reproductive labor.

One work that deals with the issue of reproduction is Vagina Painting
(1965), by Shigeko Kubota, a performance piece in which Kubota painted with
a paintbrush attached near her vagina. As Jayne Wark points out, red paint
was used for the performance. As mentioned earlier, in the traditional
framework of gendered binary oppositions, men are supposed to possess the
power to produce while women do not. This performance disturbs this notion.

As Amelia Jones and Megumi Kitahara illustrate, in the performance, Kubota
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does not present the female genitalia as a kind of lack but as something with
the power of creative production. The work also aims to alter the image of
menstruation, which is sometimes read as a failure of childbirth or pregnancy.

The manner in which femininity is linked to female genitalia in this
performance may be criticized as essentialist. To contextualize Kubota’s work,
Yves Klein's Anthropometrie is an important reference point. In this performance,
Klein asks a female performer to apply blue paint to herself and move on the
canvas. Here, Klein plays the role of the male creator while the female
performer is treated as a paintbrush. Another performance that uses the vagina
is Carolee Schneemann’s Interior Scroll, which she performed in 1975. In this
performance, Schneemann stands on a pedestal as if she were a nude model.
However, Schneemann is not just an object to be looked at here. She takes out
a piece of paper that she had inserted into her vagina and reads out various
derogatory remarks made by a male artist about her works. Considering such
contexts and performances, it could be argued that the attitude taken by
Kubota and Schneemann was strategically essentialist.

The kitchen as a site of reproductive labor has been the subject of various
feminist works. For example, as Gabriele Schor, Madeleine Newman and
Leonie O’'Dwyer illustrate, there are works that represent women as home
appliances in the 1960s and the 1970s. As home appliances proliferated, the
question arose of whether women were becoming “mechanized” in the course
of their domestic work. Helen Chadwick’s In the Kitchen, examined closely by
Newman and O’Dwyer, for example, presents an image of a woman who has
become a kitchen tool. In this work, Chadwick creates clothes that resemble
household appliances. In contrast to the impression given by the word
“mechanization,” Chadwick’s work is somewhat humorous, full of handmade
touches, and can be read as resistance systems of capitalism and patriarchy,
which demand efficiency and (re)productivity. In Housewives” Kitchen Apron,
Birgit Jiirgenssen presents a huge apron that resembles a kitchen stove. The

stove is equipped with an oven, and the photograph shows a baguette popping
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out of it. As Schor points out, the phrase “have a bun in the oven” means
“being pregnant,” and the picture is taken from two directions, front and side,
like a mug shot taken after an arrest. The work inspires various thoughts. One
might wonder why the “mug shot” was taken. The artist’s humorous criticism
of the patriarchy may be the reason. What is interesting here is that both
Chadwick and Jiirgenssen made clothes. They may suggest that the role
imposed on housewives can be taken off. It is not essential.

As Alexandra M. Kokoli argues, Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen
also presents the idea of home in an uncanny way. The work parodies a cooking
show in which Rosler introduces the kitchen’s tools one by one but makes
nothing at all. On the contrary, she handles the utensils in an unusual, violent
way, such as swinging down a kitchen knife. By showing that domestic tools
can potentially become a weapon, Rosler refuses to identify with the image of
the ideal housewife.

Judy Chicago and Miriam Shapiro’s Womanhouse project is a milestone
in the history of feminist art. Led by Chicago and Shapiro, the first feminist art
program was established at the California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) in
1970. As a venue for the presentation of this program, Womanhouse was
established, which turned a house in Los Angeles into a place for art practice.
One of the characteristics of the project was that it was created through
consciousness-raising, which is said to be characteristic of “second-wave”
feminism. As Kokoli points out, the name Womanhouse is said to have been
taken from Bourgeois’s work cited beforehand.

As Kokoli argues, in this project, the familiar objects in the house were
replaced by the “uncanny.” On the walls, sculptures resembling eggs and
breasts were displayed in an overly repetitive manner. Artists also presented
everyday reproductive labor, such as ironing, as performance. Chicago even
presented sanitary napkins with blood on them as works of art. These works,
which seemed scandalous, generated a debate on whether they were art or not.

Womanhouse was an attempt to question what the art system was founded on
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and what it was excluding.

Womanhouse featured a theatrical performance entitled Cock and Cunt Play
in which the performers, wearing replicas of a penis and a vagina, played
stereotypical gender roles. By exaggerating the meanings assigned to male and
female genitalia under the patriarchal system, the performance attempted to
make explicit the strangeness of those meanings. In today’s view, Chicago’s
linking of gender and genitalia is very essentialist. This is an aspect that can
also be seen in the articulation of menstruation in Chicago’s Menstruation
Bathroom.

In this way, Womanhouse was a problematic initiative, even though it was
a critical and important site. In addition to the essentialist issues, it is not clear
to what extent the project was conscious of the marginalized people who take
care of and sustain the lives of the people who were supposed to live in
Womanhouse. There are few critical references to the reinforcement of
essentialism and oppressive social structures hidden in the white middle-class
households. While Womanhouse was an important and monumental project,
we must, when describing feminist art historically, ask the question of who are
able to create art and who are represented in Womanhouse.

As can be seen in the works described above, feminist art has two
prominent strategies: subversive excess and parody. It attempts to make visible
socially assigned categories, such as housewife and woman, by excessively
representing them. In doing so, it shows that these categories are not essential
but socially constructed. Furthermore, when looking at the parodies in feminist
art, there comes a moment when the parodies are no longer funny, a moment
when the audience becomes aware that the parodied reality is actually a reality.

Hamasaki made another interesting point, based on her dissertation, about
animals and feminist art. According to Hamasaki, the feminist art of the 1960s
and 1970s included many works that equated women with chickens and eggs,
which coincides with the industrialization of the meat industry. Feminist artists

may have identified with the female chicken’s role in egg production. Nina
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Sobell, for example, put prepared chicken over her own head, and Suzanne
Lacy took photos that compared parts of a chicken to parts of her body. Linda
Montano walked around the street wearing like a chicken. These works may
indicate how the feminist artists identified themselves as chickens and protest
against domestication, however, they do not necessarily provide us with direct
criticisms of the industrialized process of how animals become “food” and
“products” on the capitalist market. In addition, Hamasaki pointed out, we
must analyze the problem of identifying with chicken, as chicken wings are a
racialized food in the context of the United States.

Post-Partum Document by Mary Kelly was addressed as a work that put
reproductive labor a central position. In it, Kelly records the state of child
rearing and her own thoughts about her son’s excrement. The so-called ideal
mother is not depicted here. When the work, which included Kelly’s son’s used
diapers, was to go on display, it was reported in a scandalous way. As we have
seen in the case of Womanhouse, Kelly’s work demonstrates that art itself was
created by making such reproduction labor invisible. The maintenance art of
Mierle Laderman Ukeles is also important. Ukeles insisted that the activities
that maintain things, such as cleaning, were artistic, and she carried out
activities such as cleaning in public places. Despite the fact that such activities
are essential to our daily lives, the task of maintaining various things tends to
be looked down on and done by women and marginalized people. The
importance of Ukeles’s work lies in its reassertion of the crucialness of such
activities.

Finally, drawing on Siona Wilson’s preceding work which reveals the
proximity between Solanas’s manifesto and Kelly’s use of excrement in Post-
Partum Document, Valerie Solanas’s work was mentioned for contextualization
of the time. Her text, SCUM Manifesto, gathers critical attention and is
sometimes said to be scary. Hamasaki suggested that Solanas’s attempt is close
to feminist art in the sense that it deliberately repeats words such as SCUM

and destroy to subvert the sexist discourse of the era. Drawing an attention to
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Solanas’s anti-capitalist attitude found in her manifesto, Hamasaki connects
Solanas’s discourse of “cutting up” the system of patriarchy to Mary Beth
Edelson’s art work. Edelson’s Some Living American Women Artists is a collage
based on Leonard da Vinci’s Last Supper. However, the heads of each figure are
cut out and replaced by those of American women artists. As Kokoli maintains,
the act of cutting up the “masterpiece” could be read as a subversive act and
revenge against Art History, which have been excluding women.

As a final remark, Hamasaki stressed the need for further archival research.
She pointed out that, while the feminist art movement produced a tremendous
legacy, only a small portion of that legacy has been explored. We must also be
aware that the current way of telling the history of feminist art is Western-
centric. We must always be aware of this pitfall. Furthermore, Hamasaki
argued that when analyze history of feminist art, we must be careful not to
reproduce, what feminist art criticizes: the system of patriarchy, gender norms,
exclusivity of the art world and labor exploitation under capitalism. We have
to carefully examine who/what is excluded and negated in order for the norms
and certain representations to be sustained within the realm of art history and
its discourse.

An interesting academic exchange occurred during the Question & Answer
session when one participant pointed out that the play written by Judy Chicago
in the 1970s that was presented in the lecture drew upon a logic similar to that
of the trans-exclusionist discourse that has gained international prominence
in recent years. This insight highlighted the importance of reexamining the
significance of feminist art and its limitations. Hamasaki agreed that
responding to these questions is an important matter. Furthermore, both the
speaker and the other participants responded to the participants” questions,

so the event itself became an occasion that inspired reflective thinking.
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