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women artists.

In addition, [ will also examine the material impediments women artist face. For
example, Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) research highlights obstacles many women artists
encounter entering a predominantly male art world. The forces that determine the
commercial success or failure of an artist are generally male-controlled, and this can add
to the invisibility of the woman as artist (Mavor 1996, Nemser 1975).

These influences should be recognized for the artist to make clear choices to exercise
her creativity. External supports, with mentoring as an example, would provide
compatible structure, both in terms of women’s “ways of knowing” (Belenky, et.al.,
1986), and their need for connection. Through the combined stratc ‘es of metacognition
as well as external supports, women artists will have another tool to find their voice in the

world of art.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

"Personal creativity is a factor of supreme importance, which we have
probably barely begun to appreciate. One exc’ = aspect of the current
ferment by women is the fact that as they stru__ for authenticity, they
simultaneously illuminate ™ 'r personal creativity. In so doing they
elucidate the creativity that strugg  in a more hidden way in all people
atall times." (Miller 1986, 111)

"Western civilization's culture and arts are male-dominated and male
oriented. Women's highest artistic achievements are off the scene,
seldom heard, or if heard, devalued, and finally viewed, but not
observed. If you doubt this, there is a simple test: Name just five
women artist and their contributions to history." (Snyder-Ott quoted in
Apostolos-Cappadona, et. al. 1997,70)

I have found in my own life that making time to create art is directly related to the
number of demands I face in my daily life. For many years, I used a pattern of t1 * *ting
that is identified as common among women by psychologists Claudia Bepko and Jo-Ann
Krestan in Sir : Tow ~# =T~ ]n this study, the authors interviewed over
three hundred women to develop their view of four "life patterns" women use to strike a
balance between their relatic  * ips and their creativity. I, like some of the women
interviewed, look at accompli:™ 1 artists as if they have a gift I do not, and I wish I
could be more like them, a pattern the authors describe as invoking the if only: if only I

had more time, if only I had taken that painting course in college, if only I could find the

right medium. The ancillary to that is: [ will get to that when: 1 will get to that when I



am on vacation, when [ am finished with this class, when the kids are in school, when I
am not so busy, when I am finished cleaning the house, etc. The fact is, if only and get to
that when are symptoms of a much deeper distress.

It is my belief this rationalization is about the way women tend to see taking time,
taking anything, for ourselves, especially if it is seen as taking away from others. I
recognize now that I had consistently prioritized other's wants and needs over my own.

In taking care of what I felt I must do, I found myself with little time left over to do what
I wanted to be able to express for myself. And, as Bepko and Krestan documeﬁt, I am not
alone in this way of denying myself, that many women everywhere repeat * ~ cycle on a
daily basis, and leave ourselves without the energy, or the time, to allow the creative
process to work through us.

If this is true, how did we come to have such a mindset? I would rephrase the question
posed by Linda Nochlin in her essay, Wha» W to ask:
What gets in the way, for the woman artist, of the act of creation? Is it as simple as one
factor? (Nochlin 1988, 149)

In this essay, I would like to first explore the way we can ¢ ine woman. From that
discussion I would turn to the messages contemporary Western women have received
from history, our = ’es, our environment, and our society about the value of ourselves,
and then, how many of us internalize and act out those messages. I would also like to
discuss a current model of creativity to ex ° ie the barriers that exist for women artists
in the art world, how many women artists must work to overcome the barriers

maintained by stereotypes, and, finally, what tools we have available to us to remove






CHAPTER 2

Waharan nnd andas

"L: 1 :isnever innocent."
(Hare-Mustin & Marecek 1990, 26)

In beginning a discussion regarding women and art, a logical starting point-is with a
discussion of the meaning of the word "woman". To utilize it without understanding the
power of the term would compromise the full understanding of the issues involved, and
would leave the discussion incomplete. What exactly do we mean when we say
"woman"?

Using the term "woman" to categorize individuals simply on the basis of possessing
a certain set of biological traits is to utilize the term as a function of sex. Sociologists
Candace West and Don Zimmerman describe this as "what was ascribed by biology:
anatomy, hormones, and physiology" (W and Zimmerman 1987, 125). There is also
the distinction of gender, which can be described as "an achieved status: that Which is
constructed through psychological, cultural, and social means" (West and Zimmerman
1987, 125). Psychologists Rachel T. Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Marecek, who have
written extensively on the subject of gender and its implications, note: "The :rminal
insight of feminist thought was the discovery that woman is a social category." (Ha

Mustin and Marecek 1990, 29) Within the definition of “social category”, there can be



further distinction between the meaning of this statement in the view of the social
psychologist and the social constructionist. In her book A= Trtrndrntine on € o otot
Conetimetinnine Vivien Burr writes that: “Traditional gsychology looks for explanations
of social phenomena inside the person”, while “...social constructionism ... 1t '\,rds as the
proper focus ...the social practices engaged in by people, and their interactions with each
other.” (Burr 1998, 7) If the position of the social psychologist is accepted, then the
characteristics of ”"woman” lies within the individual, and becomes a part of her make-
up. It is not swayed by her daily interactions, rather it is consistent, much like being
“friendly” can be considered a personality trait. (Bohan 1993, 5) On the other hand, the
social constructionist would see “woman’ as a result of the interaction between
individuals, governed by rules implicitly agreed upon by the very fact of the interaction,
and thus the category “woman” exists in this social context, not within the individual.

If we were to accept that “woman” or the idea of gender, were a part of one’s
personality, it would be difficult to explain how this definition changes for any given
culture or generation. Similarly, taking the social constructionist position, unless the
environment were static, and interactions identical, how are we to have a con'  sation
regarding women when we are unable to define the term to a common understanding?

Psychologist Carol Gilligan, psychiatr  Jean Baker Miller, and others, have written

_:nsively on the psychological dimensions of women, and have been criticized for
taking an essentialist perspective ( Hare-Mustin & Marecek 1990, 23, Bohan 1993, 6).
This model is defined by Bohan as one which "portray(s) gender in terms of fundamental

attributes that are conceived as internal, persistent, and generally separate from the on-









To discuss women from the constructionist perspective, it becomes important to
consider the cultural and historic frame of reference that will be used. It also becomes
obvious that any discussion of "women", or "women's shared experience" is at best an
appro—  ation of the interactions of some women within the same frame of réference. To
say otherwise is to deny the rich diversity women live every day.

In the rest of the essay that follows, my use of the word "woman" and "women" is
defined by the interactions, and frame of reference, shared by women of the modern,
industri * :d, Western world as they "do gender". It also understands that all women are
not artists, nor do they wish to be, but rather, that "doing gender" in this society may
reinforce behavior patterns that inhibit some women from challenging the way they "do"

being an individual (West & Zimmerman 1987, 134), and this may include creating art.






and their prescribed way of living" (Miller 1986, 113-114). Clearly there are behaviors
women have been encouraged to practice as we  ow up, and it must affect the way we
prioritize ourselves within our lives.

And while we might, on some level, recc  ze this structure is externally imposed, we
will rationalize and dismiss it, saying - - believing - -that it is what we want to do, that we
are making our own choices; in some cases that is true, but women have put off our own
thinking, dreams, pursuits, expression, all in favor of what we have come to believe is our
function (Bepko, et. al. 1993, 75). We are the caretakers, the nurturers, the workers that
hold together the home and society. That is the view that has been presented to us and we
have internalized it so thoroughly that we have a difficult time seeing any alternative.
According to painter Susan Weil, as interviewed in Mavor: "... I found that one of the
problems [to women becoming artists] was women's own attitudes. We took on some of
the prejudice ourselves. We didn't have the same expectations for ourselves that men did
because of how we were brought up. We regarded our role differently” (Mavi)r, 1996,
39).

Where did these ideas come from, that we have inte =~ d, about how women, as a
group, are to function in the world? It will become obvious, I hope, in the pages that
follow that the mess: s women have received over the centuries have consistently
delivered the themes of caretaking, reproduction, and second-class citizenship, binding
women to the home, " “dren, and husband. Many women have received the message
that this is their first, best pursuit, and it is difficult to contradict years of societal

rei ~ ‘cement, as well as the example of the majority of women around you, in order to

10
























suspect as intelligent" (Rowba™ n 1997, 563). There seems to be no way to express
ourselves outside our prescribed roles without criticism from some camp or another. It is
no wonder women still truly believe that they are best-suited for child-rearing, caring for
the home, nurturing, and providing emotional support to all who ask for it!

There are many obstacles women face as they attempt to create art in the world of
today, and I maintain these obstacles are both internal and external. As this brief history
highlights, by far the most challenging obstacle is for women to see them: ves outside
the historically supported rote of mother, or wife, or caretaker, and recognize in
themselves an alternative. The messages we receive are so prevalent, yet sometimes so
subtle, it can be exhausting sorting out what we have been told from what it is we want.
In the next section, I would like to outline the major areas I see as obstacles for women in
our pursuit of creativity in our daily lives. These obstacles may have their roots in
history, but we continue to feel the impact on our daily lives. Years of expectations will
not be changed simply by identifying these ideas, but should, I expect, encourage the
process of challet 1 the system toward a new understanding of how women can live in

the world.
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gorilla masks, and taking on the names of deceased artists to identify themselves. They
understand the element of risk in challenging the "dominant society", and so this

anonym also a way of protecting themselves as artists. They recogr™  the
ambivalence women feel in taking the spotlight and putting themselves first: "For
women, trained from birth to develop social and public personae based on apﬁearances,
torn between wanting to be seen and not wanting to appear too visible, secrecy and
disguise have often proved enormously empowering" (Gu ™" Girls 1995, 9). The
disguise is a way to become someone else. It is ironic to me that this, assuming a

di. 1ise, is a way in which women can successfully express ourselves. But it is not
surprising, and it may be the best way, for the present, to compete with a male-do—*~ted

field.
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CHAPTER 5

ART IN THE MAR  'PLACE

Control over the physical environment is exercised in many different ways, but in art,
men have traditionally been the patrons of great artists, and men have controlled

~

reputation and success of those young artists (Munro 1982, 39). ~ ", noted
creativity psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi explores the question of what creativity
is and how it functions in our lives. Through interviews with ninety-one noted
individuals, he constructs a triangular model that he means to describe the process of
creativity. It is this system that outlines how the creative process works with the
"individual" (the artist), the "domain" (the actual discipline of art the individuai works
within), and the "field" (the group of experts, or "gatekeepers"), acting with a synergy
that can not be separated (Csikszentmihalyi 1996, 262).

For purposes of this discussion, I will accept the definition of "creativity" proposed
by ( zentmihalyi, as a "process by which a symbolic domain in the cultute is
changed" (Csikszentmihalyi 1991, 8). Although there are numerous other definitions

within the field today, (*  bile, Gruber, ( 2r), I want focus to be kept on the isst

of women, their creative lives, and how these relate to the external world, without
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"overwhelmingly male" (Guerrilla Girls 1995, 86). There is a very real barrier to success
in the art world.

It will not be an easy task to re-cast the roles women play in everyday life, to have
them learn to "do gender" differently, and to allow them more free time to create. But to

~r

recognize there is real set of obstacles, not just internal roadblocks, is important to " :ct

change.

37












vacation alone, may be just what is needed to realize a part of our lives that has been
closed off for years.

As' " for what we need should not inspire guilt nor that sense of selfishness women
are so accustomed to feeling. It is not selfish to want some time alone, to ask your
partner to take an equal share of the work load, to follow your desire to express your
vision of the world you see everyday. But in my experience, most women will not do
this. Mary Weil is right: in many ways, we are our own most effective enemies. But
awareness, and will, can change the way we think. The internal, as well as external,
obstacles to our ¢ :ivity will perhaps be battled for years, but awareness is a powerful

beginning to the end.

WaAaran oo THanAs- arar nf \anmnn A vt

It is essential that we utilize our beliefin ¢« :ction to bolster one another's
understanding, creativity, and carc’ ' ° 1. More experienced women must spee'lk up in
order to give younger women a direction to follow, and so they also experience as e of
community. It is essential that we observe our behavior in relation to others to see the
patterns that emerge even without out conscious input.

In my observation, too many of my friends will not discuss dreams and aspirations
because they are afraid to be outside the norm, a "bad mother", or a "bad wife". Women
can learn to talk with one another, and begin to guide creative energy so that it can
function in every woman's life to whatever extent possible for her. Women need to
recognize that our creative energy feeds off other energy, and often the only way to have

that energy available to us is to seek it out. There can be different settings in which this
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encourage them, and guide them. They need to provide inspiration, and be role models,
to women who might not have had enough experience to see the vision for themselves. I
would like to emphasize here the important piece of mentoring is to provide support and
encouragement; this does not preclude men from fulfilling that role. Indeed, given there
exist individual personalities, amar 1y be more predisposed to offer insight and
training than a woman in the same field.

The external obstacles to creative work « e overcome with a combination of insight
and teamwork, but not without a fair amount of risk. But the assumption of risk may also
allow the experience of growth, and that is the goal to becoming a more compiete person,

even if we are not successful as artists.
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CHAPTER 7
FINAL THOUGHTS
"Learn to say no and ask for help when you need it. And believe in
yourself. If you don't believe in yourself, no one else will. It's such a
waste of time to be negative about your own work...If you really
believe the Great Spirit gave you this gift, you'll find a way."
Writer Marion Winik, (Mavor 1996, 238)

Art is about chang’~ ~ what is there, creating a new way of looking at the world, and
imagi 2 what other possibilities exist. It is "the process of bringing somethir new into
being" (May 1975, 39). What better exercise for a woman than to practice these skills in
the pursuit of her own discovery?

As we have seen in the earlier discussion on gender, women, and men, are labeled
from birth with a certain set of expectations and rules that will govern us throughout our
lives, provide us with a path to follow, and a place to “fit” w" " society. If we allow it
these roles will make choices for us, and allow us to live our entire lives without havi
to truly think about who we are or what we want out of life. The society we live in is
different from the hundreds of other societies on our planet, but the lives of women across
cultures have similar, traditional expectations as mothers and caretakers. There are

expanded roles for some, but for others, these : all they will know. But these roles

can only be played out by a willing actor.
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