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his exhibition, like the book of the same title it
accompanies, is in part a tribute to Linda Nochlin’s
landmark essay of 1971, in which she asked
the provocative question, “Why have there
been no great women artists?”1 She was not
simply questioning the absence of women in the history
of art, but also revealing the conceptual inadequacy, in
the field of art history, of accepting as “natural” what she
termed “the unstated domination of white male subjectivity.”2
Nochlin went on to recast the question as an issue rooted
in “the nature of given social institutions and what they
forbid or encourage in various classes or groups of individuals.”3 Her essay has rung down through the succeeding
decades like a clarion call, challenging each generation to
assess the conditions under which women artists work.
The situation of women artists was changing decisively
in the late 1960s and early ’70s, when the feminist movement helped set off a social revolution with repercussions
that are still being felt. Feminism challenged assumptions
about women’s proper roles that had been put back in
place in the postwar years, after the workplace gains
made by women during World War II. This “second
wave” of feminism (the “first wave” was the women’s
suffrage movement) rose in tandem with social liberation
movements—especially the civil rights movement—as
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marginalized groups demanded equal rights and opportunities. Support for women artists was being demanded of
the art establishment, with some success, by the artists
themselves. Women artists formed cooperative galleries,
organized exhibitions of women’s work, and generally saw
their art as a form of consciousness raising. One of the
most influential of these enterprises was the short-lived
Womanhouse, a women-only installation and performance space in Los Angeles that was the brainchild of
critic Arlene Raven and artist Judy Chicago.
Along with institutional resistance, women artists
faced the need to balance artistic ambitions and the
responsibilities of home and family. For such senior artists
as Louise Bourgeois and Nancy Spero, art-world recognition came only after many years of working in relative
anonymity, with scant opportunities to exhibit. And both
spent decades juggling artistic practices with the demands
of motherhood (each had three sons) and marriage to
prominent art-world figures. In the early 1970s Spero
created the Codex Artaud, paintings on paper that incorporate the “ferocious language” of the French writer
Antonin Artaud, which can be understood on one level
as expressing her fury at being silenced.4 Like many of
her contemporaries, she also marched, demonstrated,
wrote, and organized to further the recognition of women
in art. These activities culminated in her participation
in the founding of A.I.R., the first cooperative gallery
dedicated to exhibiting women’s art. Bourgeois also
actively participated in feminist meetings, protests, and
exhibitions, but responded differently to her marginalization. In 1992 she stated, “I worked in peace for forty
years,” a situation that gave her the privacy she required
to create a deeply self-reflective body of work.5
The ardent, focused feminism of the early political
phase soon became more complicated. While most
women artists recognized the benefits of entering a more
open art world, others distanced themselves from the
movement for fear of being ghettoized. As Elizabeth
Murray, who exuberantly reinvented the traditionally
male domain of formalist painting, said in 1984, “I don’t
believe there’s such a thing as ‘women’s art.’ It’s a distasteful
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phrase, like any categorization…I see my own work as
androgynous.”6 Yet she freely introduced more conventionally female, domestic imagery into her painting and
she has spoken openly about her warm family life, something that would have been unacceptable for the senior
generation of women trying to make it in a man’s world.
As the work of Spero, Bourgeois and Murray all
demonstrate, feminism did more than provide professional
support. It also opened space for subject matter, materials,
and approaches that had been dismissed because of their
association with female experience and forms of expression. In 1975 feminist critic Lucy Lippard had listed
some of the recurring motifs that she believed suggested a
female sensibility, including circles, domes, eggs, spheres,
boxes, and biomorphic shapes; a preoccupation with
body and bodylike materials; and a fragmentary, nonlinear
approach.7 Lippard argued that “the overwhelming fact
remains that a woman’s experience in this society—social
and biological—is simply not like that of a man. If art
comes from inside, as it must, then the art of men and
women must be different too. And if this factor does
not show up in women’s work, only repression can be
to blame.”8
Lippard’s writing reflected—and helped shape—a very
diverse set of practices. Some artists defiantly resuscitated
crafts and applied arts that had traditionally been dismissed
as “women’s work.” Others explored the traditional
identification of women with nature, bringing their art
into the landscape, or the landscape into their art, in a
way that contrasted sharply with the more monumental
and objectified expressions of male figurative artists. Judy
Pfaff’s pioneering installations can be seen in these terms.
The performances that Marina Abramovic, in partnership
with artist Ulay beginning in 1975 and on her own since
1989, has created using her body as the primary subject
and medium extend preoccupations described by Lippard.
Ann Hamilton’s room-sized, immersive environments
activate the senses and encourage the viewer to experience more holistic ways of knowing, through the body as
well as the mind. Kiki Smith has long depicted the

female form not as the idealized object of male
desire but as the site of women’s lived experience.
(And her commitment to feminism remains clear:
“I came of age in the sixties and seventies,” she
has said, “and that I exist is a result of feminism.”9)
While feminism offered women—and men—
a new creative vocabulary, it also challenged the
idea that there are universal criteria for judging
art’s quality. In their attack on the “quality issue,”
as it came to be called, feminists asserted that
determinations of value were based on a tradition
of Western taste grounded in the assumptions of
a patriarchal culture. In this respect, feminism
contributed significantly to a larger turn toward
postmodernism and its critique of the modernist
faith in authenticity and originality. The postmodern
shift from expressing personal experience to
analyzing the imagery that shapes our sense of
reality offered feminist artists tools for critiquing
the representations of women in art and
popular culture.
At the same time, it undermined some firstgeneration feminist artists by suggesting that they were
guilty of essentialism—that is, of perpetuating the search
for a mythical female essence. Postmodern feminists
have sought to reveal that our ideas of womanhood and
femininity are socially constructed, that femininity is a
masquerade. In its strictest form, postmodern feminist
theory, following up on ideas put forth in a classic essay
by Laura Mulvey, took issue with art’s traditional concern
with visual pleasure itself.
The postmodern dematerialization of feminist art was
countered by several impulses. For one thing, by the late
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’80s the notion of the body as an abstract social construct
ran counter to the experience of very real bodies subject
to the ravages of the AIDS epidemic. While some artists
attempted to expose and dismantle the traditional identification of women with nature, others chose to embrace
and redefine these associations in more positive terms.
At the same time, art of the late 1980s and 1990s became
more engaged with questions of violence than the work
of the 1960s had been.
Cindy Sherman’s photographic tableaux dissecting
the cultural constructions of femininity, and Jenny
Holzer’s posters, electronic signboards, and monumental
light projections examining social injustice and political
and sexual violence, both helped articulate the concerns
of a qualified postmodernism. Iranian artist Shirin
Neshat has made photographs and, more recently, video
works that examine divisions between the Islamic and
Western worlds, male and female, and tradition and
modernity. Her work is a paradigm for attempts to forge
a hybrid cultural identity, which she achieves through a
sophisticated use of new media. In collaged paintings,
film and other mediums, Ellen Gallagher has explored
the intersection of popular culture, advertising, modernism
and race.
Finally, in recent work the return of the body as the
subject of art has served as an alternative to the growing
reach of disembodied virtual experience provided by the
electronic revolution. For all these reasons (and others),
art grounded in the body and its experiences is now
widely embraced by male and female artists alike—a signal
that the feminist revolution had made significant inroads
into the social consciousness. Male artists such as Robert
Gober, Paul McCarthy, and Mike
Kelley make work that celebrates the
body in all its messy physicality.
It has been argued that feminism
has become so well integrated into the
fabric of women’s lives that rights and
privileges which seemed unavailable
only a few decades ago can today be
taken for granted. The success achieved
by younger women artists has often
been accompanied by a sense of
disconnection and even discomfort
with both feminism generally and the
feminist art movement in particular.
When they hear the “f-word,” this
Shirin Neshat
generation of women artists tends to
think of the early stages of activism,
which some reject for its associations with anger, or for its
focus on victimization. Similarly, some younger women
are averse to associations with essentialism, and with
what they see as art devoted to simplistic, retrograde
representations of the female body.
The discomfort runs both ways. Older feminist artists
sometimes look askance at the “bad girls”—Kara Walker,
Lisa Yuskavage, Cecily Brown—who ironically employ
sexist (or racist) clichés in their work, often to undercut
male prerogatives or assumptions. But where older artists
see backsliding, younger women may see such work as
defending against the creeping puritanism of contemporary
culture. They may point to the practices of such pioneers

as Hannah Wilke and Carolee Schneemann to reinforce
the notion that beauty, pleasure, and the raucous celebration of female sexuality are not alien to feminism. Such
minor internal skirmishes, however, cannot obscure how
significantly feminism has expanded the possibilities for
women artists.
But how far have we really come? As curators and
critics with at least twenty-five years of experience each,
we are aware of the strides made by women artists since
the advent of the feminist movement and the resulting
growth of support on the part of museums, galleries, and
educational institutions. We were uncertain, however,
whether those strides are measurably significant. We
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wondered, for example, what percentage of solo exhibitions
featured women artists over the course of the past thirtyfive years, and did some research to find out.
Because certain women artists–from 30 year-old Dana
Schutz to nonagenarian Louise Bourgeois—currently
have high profiles in galleries, major private collections,
museums, and the marketplace, it may be perceived that
the situation for women artists has improved significantly
over the part thirty-five years. But by examining the
number of solo exhibitions by women artists presented
from the mid-seventies until the present, through a
representative sampling of influential galleries, we can see
that while the situation did improve until the 1990s, it

a historical episode, not a living event),
appears to have reached a plateau. In
it is meant to be more optimistic than
the 1970s, women accounted for only
elegiac, celebrating an expanded approach
11.6 percent of solo gallery exhibitions.
to viewing and judging art as well as
In the 1980s, the percentage of solo
making it. The battles may not all have
exhibitions by women crept up to
been won, and equality of opportunity
14.8 percent, and in the 1990s the
across gender (and race and class) remains
number increased to 23.9 percent, but
an elusive goal, but the barricades are
the percentage has dropped slightly, to
down, and work proceeds on all fronts
21.5 percent, in the first half decade of
in glorious profusion. ■
the 21st century. The current number
of solo gallery exhibitions by women
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artists is not notably better than the
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average of women’s exhibitions for the
entire period under consideration, 18.7
This essay was adapted from the introducpercent. While the number of women
tion to After the Revolution: Women Who
artists’ exhibitions has doubled since
Transformed Contemporary Art published
the early seventies, it has really only
by Prestel in 2007, and appears with their
kept pace with an expanded market:
permission.
women still have roughly one opportunity for every four of the opportunities
open to men. Museums have only
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slightly better track record. During
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