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Une exploration des fa~ons dont la contribution des
femmes dans les arts depuis les temps primitifs a ete sous
estimee, dissimulee et meme effacee de I'histoire de I'art.

From the beginning of time, the image of the artist has been
shrouded in mystery. Equally, from the beginning of time,
the image of wom,an has been veiled in mystery. What is it
that the two have in common? Clearly, what they share is
the power to create something from nothing. In the most
primitive times, there is little doubt that the female body
was viewed with great awe when it was observed to swell
up and then de~iver itself of a child. Similarly, the creative
imagination seen to grow with the seed of an idea and deli
ver it5elf of a work of art was viewed with reverence.

In spite of all our scientific knowledge, both woman and
the artist are still credited with mysterious powers. Both
appear to be esteemed and placed on a pedestal; and both,
because of these powers, are treated as outsiders and viewed
with deep suspicion. But there is a fundamental discrepancy
here. In spite of the many long-standing similarities between
the artist and the woman, the making of art is presumed to
be an aptitude and spiritual urge of men only.

In light of the modern prejudices wh ich take for granted
that women have little artistic genius, it is interesting to
survey the recent studies of anthropologists. Their research
is uncovering evidence which suggests that women were
the first people to create works of art and that female gods
were the first to be worshipped as creators.

To the twentieth century mind accustomed to the exclusion
of women from art history and uncritical of the assumption
that women's arts are domestic only, it is difficult to grasp
the power accorded woman as Creator. Although, the study
of civilization around 30,000 B.C. must, of course, rest pa~t

lyon conjecture, there is increasing evidence to credit women
with being the first to practise the Shaman art of engraving
symbols on bones and capturing images on cave walls to en
sure, by magic, the success of the hunt. In this Shaman art
may be the first human attempts to control and give mean
ing to the powers of nature by an act of the imagination.

If these Cro-Magnon artists were women; if these women
held the powers of life and death in their hands through
their ability to give life and their control of the-food supply
(research suggests primitive women gathered eighty per cent
of the food while men, aided by women's magic, hunted
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for the rest}-there is every reason to suppose that the im
age of gods must have followed and taken the form of the
female body.

We have ample evidence of fertility goddesses: Venus of Kosti
enki (Russian), Venus of Willendorf (Austrian), and the
French Venus of Lespugue. These three sculptures, all 27,000
years old, represent pregnant women in exactly the same pose,
yet they were found thousands of miles apart. There are no
images of men from that time. It would seem, then, that wo
men were perceived to possess powers beyond those of men.

The literature of anthropology is filled with documentation
wh ich supports these views. It records Iwomen 's creative con
tributions to humanity in making and inventing artifacts, ritu
als, music and decoration. There is little doubt that women
created weaving" and pottery and developed the arts of agri
culture and husbandry. In other words, women carried out
the major creative activities which shaped our earliest civ
ilization. The parietal and chattel art of palaeolithic and neo
lithic times were almost certainly done exclusively by women.
The recent excavations at Catal Huyu k reveal fascinating evi
dence of women's predominant creative role.

As an artist, I am compelled to challenge the traditional de
nial of women's creativity. The 'whys' behind the devaluation
of women cannot be explored here. However, the 'hows'
with reference to creativity-can be suggested.

Art historians, traditionally male, have subdivided creative
works into two categories-fine arts and crafts. By elevating
the fine arts above the crafts, they have virtually dismissed
the creative production of primitive cultures and the awe
some role that women played in that production.

Furthermore, since the beginning of recorded history, hu
manity has valued the spiritual and intellectual above the
temporal and physical, in an attempt to claim for humanity
an immortality and pre-eminence denied the rest of mortal
nature. Art work, which serves as a testimony to the human
spirit and imagination, has traditionally been the measure
of an individual's (or a culture's) transcendence of base na
ture. As patriarchy increasingly restricted women to the
home, a realm dominated by the primitive, the physical,
the natural, men gained the freedom to devote themselv,es
to intellectual and imaginativ~ pursuits. It was patriarchy
that allowed men the privilege to claim creative genius as
a uniquely male aptitude .. The resulting prejudices against
certain forms of art and against women have fostered the
myth that women have neither the capacity nor the spiri
tual need to create art.



As if this stacking of the deck against women were not suf
ficient, art historians have taken great pains to erase the
record of women's contribution to the 'fine arts'. Contrary
to the authorities of art history, we were there. Women
were there making art all along.

We were there with the famous Benin bronzes in Africa.
We were the modellers and potters that created them, while
our men did the metal casting. We were there in the Ming
dynasty, when thirty-four of us were official court painters.
We were there in ancient Greece, whenPliny speaks of twen
ty-four women artists and potters. Oh yes, we were there all
along, even if very few people have recognized our contribu
tion. We were there too with the Nun Erde when she created
her famous Beatus ApocalYfJse of Gerona-over one hundred
illuminated masterpieces of the 10th century. The Bayeux
tapestry, one of the greatest masterpieces of the Middle Ages
(1066), was both designed and executed by women. It was
Queen Matilda and her ladies who documented the Norman
conquest of England in this ambitious work. The Opus Angli-

'canum, England's greatest contribution to the international
arts of the 13th and 14th centuries was the product of wo
men. These women were embroiderers who perfected their
craft to a high art and who were also responsible for the de
signs that made these vestments among the most prized trea
sures of the Ch ristian world.

Then there was Sabina von Steinbach, sculptor-daughter of
the sculptor Erwin von Steinba~h. When her father died in
the middle of his work on the Strasbourg Cathedral, Sabina
took over and on its South Portal carved the statues of the
Synagogue and of the Christian Church from 1230 to 1240.
For many connoisseurs, her work surpassed her father's work
in originality of concept as well as in depth of feeling and
aesthetic rigor.

More recently the famous portrait of Mile Charlotte du Val
d'Ognes was' bequeathed to the Metropolitan Museum by a
Mr Fletcher in 1917. The press release issued on that occa
sion states that, 'as one of the masterpieces of th is artist, the
Fletcher picture will henceforth be known in the art world
as "the New York David".' The painting was unanimously
accepted by a consensus of experts as one of the greatest
masterpieces of Jac'lues-Louis David, the founder of the

dom inant 19th century style of neo-classicism. Ten years la
ter, Professor Charles Sterl ing publ ished an essay in the
Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum proving that the por
trait was not by J. L. David but by Constance Marie Charpen
tier one of David 's pupils. Her extraordinary power and orig
ina(ity had .been proclaimed unwittingly by four generations
of male art experts when they attributed the work to David.
When the painting was discovered to be by a woman painter,
it was removed from exhibition.

Modern art restoration techniques have uncovered a num-
ber of other works by women which had, for centuries, been
accepted as the work of great male artists. 'The Joily Topper'
in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam was for years one of the
most popu lar canvases of world-famous Frans Hals. Modern
cleaning revealed the characteristic initial 'J' which identified
it as a work of Judith Leyster, one of Hals' most brill iant fol
lowers. The cleaning also uncovered the date 1629, which
makes this painting one of ~he earliest known works by Ley
ster, whose natural gifts enabled her to rival the greatest mas
ter of the brushstroke at the age of nineteen.

Although there have been many bri II iant women artists
throughout the centuries who have not been investigated or
appreciated, the fact is that there have been no acknowledged
great women artists. The erasing or exclusion of women from
our art history has done both women and humanity immeasur
able damage. It is my hope that by recognizing this problem,
pooling our resources and conducting our own investigations
for forgotten or underestimated women artists, we can redress
some of this damage. Without a profound and personal histor
ical perspective, we have no sense of ourselves in relation to
our society or our universe. And without such a sense of our
selves, we cannot find the courage to create.

Every civilization depends on the emergence of great minds
who will help shape and civilize their society. My own deeply
felt belief is that the direction of civilization has been faltering
for centuries because it has ignored the vital and inspired con
tributions ofwomen. Against great odds-we have been there
all along making our contributions. The challenge now is to
recover our past and reshape our future so that we can freely
claim the creative process as one of our natural territories
once again creating a world in our own image.
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