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ARTIST’S STATEMENT

The idea for this show—to select women artists from the
Museum’s collection—was the first and only idea | had. Maybe
it was less an idea than an inevitable choice. | had misgivings,
though. First of all, | do not like to have my work “ghetto-ized”
and have avoided being in shows of only
women. | know many artists who feel the

same. Also, because my choices were

defined by the Museum’s collection, there
are some major historical gaps in my survey.
| went ahead in spite of these worries,
because | wanted to explore what being a
woman in the art world has meant. Ina way,
it has meant being an outsider; and having
(in the past at least) to overcome many cul-
tural barriers to gain acceptance as an
artist—or even to be able to do one'’s work

at all. | wanted to see if this pers

having been on the outside, gives women’s
art a particular look, or psychic vantage

point. | had to ask: What is there to be

gained by separating women out and doing ail

Acqulr

a gender-specific show! | kept telling myself

| did not want the show to be political—

and felt very uncomfortable that the show could be so inter-

preted. But | realized soon enough that it is political, and that

locking at this work, assembled together, was a way for me to

confront headlong questions | have pondered for some time
Many questions recurred to me as the show took

form: Is th

> a difference in look, in feel, in approach, in spirit,
between men’s work and women's work? Do men hammer
their ideas through more resolutely, more directly, more sat-

isfyingly—and would that make their work better? Which rais-

anva

hrough the Rick

es the “quality” issue. (This was a word | heard often in the
early 1970s, as women were gaining a stronger presence, and
particularly in reference to the distinctly feminist work of
Miriam Shapiro or Judy Chicago.) Is there a kind of “psychic
search” peculiar to the feminine! A sub-
jectivity, a way of looking inward, that is
embodied in our work almost like a bio-
logical imperative?

Having watched both
boys and girls grow from infancy, | have

been shocked at how their artwork and

play reflect what child psychologists tell us

Boys do build upward and

out with blocks, while girls develop interi-

or spaces. Girls do draw pictures of elab-

orately dressed princesses and brides and
boys draw rocket ships blasting into space.
Is this the unconscious base we who devel-
op into artists emerge from? How do we
o ] extend our art past our cultural gender
Window. 1929

definitions? In this show | think much of
the strongest work starts with gender and
then breaks free and goes beyond. These
are women who left home to find out who they were in the
world through their art-making.

At first | thought | might restrict the show to the
women artists of the 1940s through the 1960s. When | was in
art school in the late 1950s and early 1960s, | knew of only a
few women artists and had no women role models. All my
heroes were men, and | learned to paint by running upstairs at
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and looking at the

de Kooning painting Excavation. Sometime in my fourth year




Marisol. The Family. 1962,
Painted wood, &' 10% x 6514 x 154"
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there, | saw a reproduction of Grace Hartigan's painting The
Wedding, and was impressed by the strength of her touch and
the vitality and confidence | felt in the work. She was as good
as the guys, | thought. Soon after, | saw a Lee Bontecou sculp-
ture in the flesh. It absolutely blew me away. | had never seen
such aggressive physicality and vulnerability at the same time. |
became aware of Pop Art, and saw a work by Marisol; her open
self-inflected use of the erotic struck me as the first time | had
seen an artist be so candid. | was so politically naive at the time
that the words “sexism” and “feminism” were not yet in my
vocabulary, but | definitely took note that these artists were
women, that their art was in the mainstream, and that they

took themselves seriously.
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Graves's camels. | made friends
with Jenny Snider, Jan Hashey,
and Louise Fishman, and | had
already met Jennifer Bartlett a
few years before. These were
the first women | knew person-
ally whose desire and ambition
matched my own, and I've Nancy Graves. Notebook. 1970
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The work I've selected
is varied and covers a broad
range of ideas and psychic states. In planning the installation of
the show, | grouped things not strictly chronologically, but
generically, by look and feel; and the show fell into clusters
around certain artists, or around strongest exemplars, which
felt like the right focus. Joan Mitchell, Grace Hartigan, and
Helen Frankenthaler, for example, are all artists for whom the
paint itself, and its exotic potential, is uppermost. With some
of these artists there is a kind of sub-text of image: | put
Bontecou in this group because of the way her image emerges
from her material, even if there is a psychological probing that
separates her work from theirs. But whether | thought of the
plan chronologically or generically, some pieces, even by the
same artists, were hard to place. Georgia O'Keeffe, for
instance, has different looks to her practice of art—there is
the sensual and organic, and there is the hard-edged. So | put
O'Keeffe in two different places: close to Hartigan because |
see a connection there and also among the Minimalists,

Frida Kahlo, Louise Nevelson, Marisol, and Louise
Bourgeois are placed together in another group, because their

work deals openly with sexuality and with intense self-exploration.
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Louise MNey n. Sky Cat

Assemblage: wood constr
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Ben Mildwoff

Nevelson is the most formal, but looking at Sky Cathedral |
hear Mick Jagger’s raucous “Paint It Black™ and think of a dark
nursery. Kahlo’s intensity is all-encompassing and in some

paintings almost unbearable. It is her completely flawless

sn painted black, | 1734 x 1074" x

Frida Kahlo:
Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair. 1940

Oil on canvas, 15k x | 1"

Gift of Edgar Kaufmann, Jr

Louise Bourgeois. Torsa: Self Portrait. 196364

Plaster, 24% x |6 x 714

Mr. and Mrs
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technique that reveals her meanings, that allows us to bear it
| think of these artists as the hot ones. Agnes Martin, Bridget
Riley, Chryssa, and Mary Bauermeister are cooler, more dis-

tant, but still soulful and subjective. Martin is refined in her
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