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Founders of the Woman's Building: Sheila Levrant de Bretteville (L), Arlene Raven (M), Judy Chicago (R), circa

1973. Photographer unknown, Woman’s Building Image Archive, Otis College of Art and Design.

POWER AND SPAGE:
FEMINIST CULTURE AND

THE LOS ANGELES WOMAN’S
BUILDING, A CONTEXT

Sondra Hale

It was a house large enough for everyone, all women, we claimed. It was Womanspace,
Womanhouse, and the House of Women, “At Home,” Everywoman’s space, and Femme/
Maison. It was female space, safe space, sacred space, contested space, occupied space,
appropriated space, and transformed space. It was revolution and revelation. We were
squatters and proprietors, renegades and healers; we dichotomized and fused. We had
one commonality: we were convinced that we were transforming culture by offering
alternatives, as women, not only in the arts and culture, but also in the way we used
space and conducted politics in that space.

In its theory and praxis, the Los Angeles Woman's Building, a material site for
nearly two decades, appeared to epitomize much of what is sometimes referred to as
“second-wave feminism.” However, because of the totalizing claim and limited reality
of the concept, I have problematized the term “second-wave feminism” throughout
this essay. The term gives the impression of a beginning and an end when, in actuality,
activism on behalf of women has been ongoing. It also suggests one movement where
there were many. Conventionally, it refers to a series of organizations—both main-
stream and radical—that were dominated by white women; the considerable activism
on the part of women of color is glossed over and made invisible.

The Los Angeles Woman’s Building, by most outside accounts, may be consid-
ered part of “second-wave feminism,” but the sharp break with the ideas and strategies

of “first-wave feminism” (primarily the Suffrage Movement, but including settlement
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house movements, early experiments in collective living, and other experiments) and
the utopian nature of the cultural feminism that was the Woman’s Building’s linchpin,
justify an argument to the contrary, i.e., that cultural feminism was a thing apart. Cer-
tainly core activists in the Woman’s Building did not describe themselves as part of
“second-wave feminism.” Surely any community that sees itself as creating an entirely
new culture for the future that is based on egalitarian, collective/communal, nonhier-
archical, noncompetitive, and, perhaps, gender transcendent principles transcends
the notions of democratic ideals espoused by first- and second-wave feminists.

Regardless of its place within the categories of feminism, its niche in the pol-
itics of space is, however, unarguable; the Woman'’s Building was an enduring institu-
tion by the longevity standards of the times. But how secure is its place in feminist art
history and in social and cultural history, in general? Are the trends that Woman’s
Building-associated artists and activists originated, developed, transformed, and pre-
saged acknowledged as important to the politics and culture of today? Or is the histor-
ical demise of the Woman’s Building one more example of the invisibility of women’s
work: an “anonymous” contribution to feminist art historical and cultural studies?

The Woman’s Building of Los Angeles was the first independent feminist cul -
tural institution in the world. Founded in 1973, by artist Judy Chicago, graphic designer
Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, and the late art historian Arlene Raven, the Woman’s
Building drew together talented women of many artistic disciplines from across the
United States and around the world to pioneer new modes of art making and arts
education within the context of a supportive feminist community. In its eighteen-year
history (1973—1991), thousands of artists created and or presented new work, gained
new skills, and made bold statements within the context of this vital organization.

In this volume, we bring together a group of writers, artists, and academics
(and combinations thereof)—some formerly associated with the Woman’s Building and
others representing newer generations of feminists—to explore the history and accom-
plishments of the Woman’s Building. Our contributions focus on analyses, art prac-
tices, and feminist processes pioneered during the organization’s history that continue
to have an impact on contemporary culture. The purpose of this combination of recon-
struction/recuperation and visionary essays is not only to keep alive the history of this
organization and to analyze the impact of its contributions on current art and feminist
practices, but also to gain insight into contemporary culture.

This overview frames the phenomenon of the Woman’s Building within the
social, political, and philosophical atmosphere of late twentieth-century social thought,
social movements, and feminisms. The Woman’s Building and the ideas that under-
girded its founding and continued existence are Modernist; behind the goals and
ambitions of the founders and participants was an emancipatory narrative, aliberation
theme that typified Modernism.

Although the phenomenon is Modernist, nonetheless, we can also see Woman'’s
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Building origins that are pre-Renaissance—the rise of the concept of “museum” as a
place that houses and organizes the cultural resources of a community.! Such a facility/
construction of a concept or site as the museum may come about from a crisis of knowl-
edge that the fabrication of a building is trying to solve.? In the case of the Woman’s
Building this would refer to feminism and the appropriation of space to address the
conditions of women’s lives in the midst of an androcentric culture. Women had
reached a point where they were no longer able to negotiate, adjust to, and deny an-
drocentrism; thus a crisis of knowledge and identity emerged.

Yet, in many ways a museum is also a metaphor for community house, one
whose visual, spatial and cultural aspects are able to bridge public and private space,®
much as the creators and art producers of the Woman’s Building saw themselves doing.
Another idea that emanates from the original museum concept is that the Woman’s
Building is “a room of muses.”

Still, for all of its pre-Modernist and Modernist roots and manifestations,
many of the forms of feminism that permeated the Woman’s Building and its rarified
environments also straddled Postmodernism, with its insistence on ambiguity; break-
ing down of dichotomies; questioning of authority and the authorial figure (traditional
male subject and the male artist as romantic hero); the deconstruction of language—
both visual and literate; and its undermining of the privileging of sight, of linear
thinking, and of conventional definitions of “art.” In this way and in many others, the
history of the Woman’s Building is complex and multilayered. The Woman’s Building
was always contested space. Nonetheless, while recognizing many feminists’ ambiva-
lence toward Modernism, the organization’s stated goals emanated from many of the
goals of Modernist “second-wave feminism.” Here I explore some of the most promi-
nent themes, privileging two main concepts: culture and space—their “contents” and

points of convergence.

Culture and Space
Among the most prevalent themes of contemporary feminisms are women'’s need for
space (“A Room of One’s Own” reaching cliché status by the eighties®), and an encour-
agement and exploration of the culture that occupied that space. Reaching manifesto
status was the linked set of ideas that, if women were to do their best work (defined
broadly), they would need an unadulterated space, that they would produce out of their
own experience, and that the work done in that space would constitute “women’s cul-
ture.” An aspect of the demand for space was the owning and controlling of the space
and the body that occupies it.

A 1983 symposium on women’s culture, The House of Women: Art and Cul-
ture in the 1980s,” addressed issues under the rubric of “women’s culture,” at the time
one of the more controversial and elusive formulations within communities of women

and feminists—scholars, activists, and artists—primarily because of the implications
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Linda Nishio, Ghost in the Machine, 1983. Multimedia performance at the Woman’s Building. Photograph by
Sheila Ruth. © Linda Nishio.

of essentialism and separatism. In many ways the site of the symposium—the Greater
Los Angeles/Long Beach area—was perfect for such a gathering because of the prox-
imity of several vital women’s communities, research and teaching centers, and
perhaps most significantly, a dynamic feminist art community, symbolized by the Wo-
man’s Building.

The House of Women, which featured over a dozen Woman’s Building practi-
tioners and founders, was held in conjunction with the “At Home” art exhibit at the
Long Beach Museum of Art, a celebration of ten years of feminist art in the area.® Art
historian and Woman’s Building co-founder the late Arlene Raven was guest curator
of the show. She gathered people to discuss the artistic and sociopolitical themes of
“At Home,” with an eye toward an analysis of the changes in feminist ideas since
Womanhouse of ten years before. Toward that end, artists, academicians, and community/
movement people were congregated in the same room (house) for an exploration of the
changes in how we relate to the house/home environment and for an investigation of
the development of the “women’s culture” concept.

The House of Women participants recognized that we were both the heirs and
progenitors of two significant manifestations of “women’s culture”—Womanhouse of
1973 and “At Home” of 1983—major feminist environmental and performance art
projects.’ The latter, an homage to the former, expressed and recognized the special
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relationship feminist art has had to the themes of house and home."” Like Womanhouse
before it, “At Home” recreated the house as environmental art and traced the relation-
ship among women, space, and culture—both abstract and material. The metaphor of
the house seemed especially appropriate, as it suggests both material (the physical
structure of the house) and myth/imagination (refuge, psychological shelter, “home”).
Also, if women were the first to seek out and build shelters, then house is an important
focus in the history of women’s material culture.!

The “"Women's Culture” Concept
By the seventies, feminist scholars, artists, and architects had begun to develop some of
the earlier formulations about “women’s culture” as an important and self-conscious
concept to use aesthetically and programmatically in response to the oppression of
women.'? In 1980, Feminist Studies, then only in its sixth year, published a debate about
“women’s culture” as a problematic concept. Ellen DuBois defined “women’s culture”
as it is used by U.S. historians: “the broad-based commonality of values, institutions,
relationships and methods of communication, focused on domesticity and morality
and particular to late eighteenth-and-nineteenth-century women.” Others raised
questions about “cultural feminism,” arguably equated with “women’s culture,” and its
role in the women’s movement and the analytical and political distinction between
“women’s culture” and “feminism,” a distinction that also became salient in the House
of Women symposium. In a sense, the distinction revealed a tension between “cultural
feminists” and “political/materialist/socialist feminists,” but that distinction is too
facile, just as the stereotype of the Woman’s Building as comprised entirely of “cultural
feminists” was too totalizing.

In the seventies and eighties, the heyday of the Woman’s Building, feminists
saw an explosion of works on women’s art and art history, feminist literary criticism,
and feminist responses to negative images in film and popular culture."* However, the
concept “women’s culture,” an important centerpiece concept undergirding the Wo-
man’s Building, remained under the skin and was not often explicitly theorized. There-
fore, one could say that one of the most potentially dynamic concepts within feminism
faltered from theoretical neglect. Partially the neglect was a result of early feminism’s
distrust of academic “High Theory.” The distrust was based on the notion that “High
Theory” is male and that men used theories as tools to dominate women and others,
primarily by writing women out of history and culture. Women, it was argued by many
feminists, were theorized out. Also, “High Theory” was considered a privilege of the
elite and a manifestation of elitism, which feminists claimed to eschew.'

This is not to erase the fact that theory was being produced by feminists at
sites other than academic institutions and being disseminated in ways other than
by mainstream publishing houses. Feminists at the Woman’s Building, for example,
were producing theories about the qualities of a utopian society, the nature of art,
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power relationships (gender, race and class) and sexuality. In 1992, Beatriz Colo-
mina published a book on sexuality and space,'® utilizing concepts such as domestic
voyeurism, the female spectator and the lesbian specter, and perverse space. Twenty
years earlier, performance and other art productions had forwarded theories about
sexuality and space, e.g. Womanhouse, and a bit later, the Lesbian Art Project at the
Woman’s Building.

At any rate, the distrust of “High Theory” by most feminists and of academic
theorizing by feminist community activists and artists thwarted attempts to define
“women’s culture” intellectually and rigorously. Likewise theorizing women’s culture
was often confounded by ideological debates within feminisms. These debates were
often framed in the very dichotomies we professed to avoid, e.g. intellect/intuition,
academy/community, and separatist or alternative/mainstream.

The lack of intellectual rigor may also be attributed to early second-wave fem-
inism’s common professional/intellectual isolationism. One rarely saw the integration
of studies in nonverbal communication; gender spatial relationships; landscapes of the
home, neighborhood, and city; gender roles and domesticity; material culture and
environment; the psychosexual dynamics of interior and exterior; and folklore with art
criticism and art historical studies. Artists seldom referenced these works.!” In other
words, in those years we were only gendering certain aspects of society and culture. It
worked both ways: academic feminists ignored theories that were being produced in
the community; the notion of the “organic intellectual” was rarely ever acknowledged.
With distrust on one side and elitism on the other, the possibility for integrated theo-
ries of empowerment and the transformation of culture were curtailed, as was the inte-
gration of various intellectual communities with the Woman’s Building.

One community of feminist scholars/practitioners was developing integrated
theories: architects, designers, urban planners, and preservationists such as Gwen-
dolyn Wright, Ann Markusen, Gerda Wekerle and Dolores Hayden. They pointed out
the relationship between the way houses, neighborhoods, and cities have been de-
signed and socially sanctioned ideas about gender roles and domesticity.!® For example,
Hayden described the ideas and concrete projects of early material feminists who
forged the beginnings of a socialist feminist material culture and environment. She
singled out the Woman’s Building in a section on “Creating Innovative Institutions
to Link Private Life and Public Space,” that is, “domesticating urban space.”” Hayden,
whose ideas were greatly influenced by Woman'’s Building co-founder, Sheila de
Bretteville, was at the time one of the few academics to put the Woman’s Building on the

cultural map and to recognize its importance as a site. Hayden argued:
In the process of domesticating public space, cultural institutions

that exist somewhere between the private domain and the public
domain play a key role.... One such institution is the Los Angeles
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Patssi Valdez,
Untitled, 1983. Poster

from ° inL.A.)” a

commissioned project

directed by Sheila

Levrant de Bretteville
and Susan E. King.
© Patssi Valdez.

Woman'’s Building, a public center for women’s culture... [that] serves
as a gathering place for painters, graphic designers, video artists,
performance artists, novelists, and playwrights. It includes gallery
space, artists’ studio space, performance space, and offices. The
Woman’s Building was designed to create a political and cultural
bridge between public and private life. The group encourages mem-

bers to make public art about their lives.?

Hayden singles out a Los Angeles project of de Bretteville’s, “Public Announcements/
Private Conversations,” the goals of which were to create works about public places
with personal meaning. Hayden also cites Suzanne Lacy, a performance artist asso-
ciated with the Woman'’s Building, for her public performances such as Three Weeks in
May. Coordinated with Leslie Labowitz, Three Weeks in May dealt with the very private/
public themes of rape and violence against women.

By placing their art productions intentionally “midway between the home and the
street,” the Woman’s Building artists and cultural workers create[d] a“homelike world.”?!
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The Experiences Within—Interior and Exterior Space
Although the validity of the dichotomous model of private and public is constantly
being challenged, especially as it is associated with gender relationships, nonetheless,
it may not have totally exhausted its analytical utility. In order to analyze the interiors
of the mind and house and to suggest the reappropriation or redefinition of andro-
centers, it may still be helpful to conceive of female and male space, i.e., gendered
space.?

In The Poetics of Space, existentialist Gaston Bachelard comments on the in

interior landscape:

A house that shines from the care it receives appears to have been
rebuilt from the inside; it is as though it were new inside. In the inti-
mate harmony of walls and furniture, it may be said that we become
conscious of a house that is built by women, since men only know
how to build a house from the outside.?

Bachelard’s notion of interior landscape resonates with Violette Leduc’s house of
women, where the house is space, lineage, material, and myth.?* The boundaries that
separate the interior and the exterior may be the same boundaries thought to separate
mind and body. The courtyard of a Northern Sudanese house, where I spent countless
hours over decades, may, in material reality, separate the physical spheres of men and
women and epitomize the effects of the gender division of labor on the cultural land-
scape and built environment.? Moreover, metaphorically (in Western literature), the
interior separation of male and female in the Arab house may stand for the repression
of female sexuality. Nonetheless, although women can be seen as culturally alienated
within their own interior space, women’s culture that emerges in the seclusion of the
courtyard is the transformation of that alienation. Mary Ellen Mazey and David Lee use
the ideas of Leila Ahmed to argue that the detached, isolated, single-family house
(especially in North America) is more alienating of North American women than is the
Arab house of Arab women. In the latter, the combination of the extended family, with
its communal advantages, and the harem (women’s quarters) allow for sisterhood and
collectivity. The harem, then, while suggesting to Westerners a system of sexual access
for males, is also a system whereby women have living space (culture) beyond the
patriarchy. This merging and alienation, explicit in Leduc, is one of many aspects of the
dialectics of interior/exterior space, women, and culture.?

Women, original designers of shelter, are said to have lost their architectural
roles to men,” retreating/escaping, perhaps, into the personal landscape of the gar-
den, “a medium for her creative idiosyncrasies and aesthetic sensitivities,”? a land-
scape of her mind. Thus, the North American, suburban, single-family dwelling—one
of the most notable forms of isolation and alienation for women—is also where women

Vicki Hodgetts and Robin Weltsch
Nurturant Kitchen, installation, 1
Womanhouse. alifornia Institute o

47




From Site to Vision: the Woman’s Building in Contemporary Culture Hale

transform that alienation through a personal aesthetic, perhaps metaphysically recap-
turing or reappropriating the lost agricultural fields.

In both the installation Womanhouse and the Woman'’s Building, feminists built
the house from the inside.?” Both projects involved the invention of spaces that covered
all and revealed all. In the same way that the “little white apron” of the working-class
servant in Leduc’s novel signified the repression of women'’s sexuality by covering the
belly and the genitals,3* Womanhouse concealed and revealed the horrors and repres-
sion within the domestic interior. Likewise, the woman-made quilt, an interior narra-
tive, a shelter built by women, covered all and revealed all: class, repression, and
resistance. The same irony prevailed at the Woman'’s Building, where often the art re-
vealed the house as the domestic site of repression of female sexuality while, simulta-
neously, the Woman’s Building was offering shelter (a house) for women.

A consideration of our interior landscapes in relation to our material and
unconscious culture facilitates an understanding of the importance of the Woman’s
Building as cultural site. Seeing women’s culture as counter hegemonic to patriarchal
culture is, perhaps, only part of the story, and we are still only in the fundamental
stages of considering the material bases of some of the more elusive concepts within
feminist theories, such as patriarchy.®! Patriarchy’s loose counterpart, “women’s cul-
ture,” is also usually analyzed apart from its material base. As a consequence, the
analyses are spatially, temporally, and culturally truncated (or, uprooted, to continue
the biological metaphor). I argue that had the concept of “women’s culture” had more
theoretical salience and, had the material bases (including space and house) of both
women’s culture and patriarchy been more commonly explored, the phenomenon of
the existence of the Woman'’s Building could not have been ignored in both feminist
thought and in social history.*2

The Metaphors of Women's Culture
Explorations of “women’s culture” have been of at least two kinds: (1) descriptions of
material culture produced by women (these have generally been ethnographic studies);
and (2) descriptions of superstructure devoid of consideration of the material base
(these are most often feminist studies of North America). These are very limited
approaches. We have failed to ask: When women have made vessels or quilts, how have
they altered the material environment, and how have these producers themselves been
altered? How have women ewperienced their production and reproduction, and how
have the people around them changed as part of the interaction? Mainly we have lacked
the methods for such analyses; even materialist interpretations have fallen short.

The concept of space has potential as a methodological “bridge.” Space (rang-
ing from a quilt, a white apron, and a building to a city) is culturally constructed and
may be seen as material and myth/metaphor, therefore as both an aspect of material
culture and as an element in superstructure (or the ideational level), but also as both
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production and social reproduction. In these respects, one can certainly see the Wo-
man’s Building as multilayered space.

Some feminists have studied or participated in the process of women appro-
priating space (e.g. squatting) and transforming that space.*® The creation of women’s
culture (feminist culture?) can be seen, then, as one of the strategies for transforming
male-dominated space. The last Woman’s Building site was a 1920s building in a ware-
house district—a formerly male space that was filled with “things” that were male asso-
ciated. It is not an illusion to see this space as transformed by feminist architects,
designers, artists and visionaries, re-made from top to bottom, and occupied by meta-
phoric squatters along the railroad tracks.

In the feminist thought of the seventies and eighties, the separation of men’s
and women’s spheres was a dominant idea. Not until the late eighties did a notion of
gender as a system begin to take shape and prevail. If women’s culture is a valid con-
cept, what are the metaphors with which it is expressed? Are there spaces generated by
that culture? Are they “female cultural spaces™?

Space is not a given. It is not a container or a void that is filled up; it is created
just as gender is created, as part of culture. The dialectical process of the generation of
space must be considered when looking at all cultural forms. One school of thought
expounds that capitalist-patriarchy is a process that generates a particular kind of con-
sumer space. The results of this process may be seen, then, as androcenters, or male
spaces. Therefore, it is argued that one can look upon our urban spaces as capitalist-
generated male cultural centers.

Following the same argument, would we say that just as there may be male and
female methods (processes) for creating and relating to culture, there may be male and
female principles in creating and relating to space? Are these principles necessarily
liberating? When women and men occupy space are they also occupied by that space?
In this essay I have automatically raised questions about space, culture, and freedom,
which in turn provokes the question of how dreams, quilts and resistance are related to
space, how these are related to alienation, and if culture is liberating or inhibiting. For
our purposes here, we might ask if it was liberating for the women of the Woman’s
Building to have a site, a container, a culture of “their own.”

If, as some feminist planners and architects have argued, men and women use
different cultural metaphors in relating to their environments, is it valid to speak of
female and male space (or androcenters) in analyzing the interiors of the mind and
house, and in illuminating the structure of the city? Margrit Kennedy once delineated
nine categories where men and women apply different principles of design. She argued
that the “female principles” of design are more user-oriented, ergonomic, functional,
flexible, organically ordered, holistic, complex, socially oriented, and slowly growing.
Respectively, male principles are more designer-oriented, large-scale/monumental,

formal, fixed, abstractly systematized, specialized, one-dimensional, profit-oriented,
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and quickly constructed.’* Although Kennedy’s model is intended as a continuum
rather than exclusive or absolute categories, it still raises a central problematic: Is
“women’s culture” merely or simply the flip side of “men’s culture”?

Borrowing from an Adrienne Rich poem, can one speak of the “obscure un-
derside [of women’s] imagination?”% Gerda Wekerle, Rebecca Peterson, and David
Morley refer towomen’s “distinctive ‘underside’ experience” as providing the basis for
a different institutional style that leads to the development of environments based on
a new set of principles.* They set up a model for the gender contrasts in institutional
metaphors. Male institutional metaphors were individualist, centralized, displayed
stratified/hierarchical organization, had a center-periphery relationship with environ-
ments, viewed change in terms of technological innovation, used productivity/growth
models of change, used rational decision-making processes, and rewarded individuals
for leadership. The female metaphors, respectively, were communal, decentralized,
engaged in informal networking as organization, had a localist/participatory relation-
ship with environments, viewed change in terms of social innovation, used conserver
models of change, used decision-making processes that involved sentiment, emo-
tions, and instinct, and rewarded the individual for service to others.?” Many of these
metaphors of female institutional and organizational behavior also characterized the
Woman’s Building during its existence as a site.

Rather than interpret “women’s culture” as the obscure underbelly of culture,
one might instead follow the metaphors, and see women, feminists, and Woman’s
Building art workers as rebuilding a house from the inside. These “houses” are the in-
stitutions of women’s culture, which we have built (rather than rebuilt), perhaps using
“feminist process” and education to develop out from the center. The houses are often
referred to as “alternative feminist organizations,” those fluid, egalitarian, informal,
unstructured nebulae of our imaginations. These are laboratories where women can
apply their dreams and metaphors, and recreate themselves in a concrete environment,

spinning out redemptive culture-in-formation.

The Work Space—Pedagogy and Process
The “alternative feminist organizations” have been, perhaps, most striking in their
attempts to develop new ways of relating in the work environment. Karl Marx and
Marxists have written a great deal about the relations of production, but until very
recently such labors as art were seldom analyzed in these terms. Artists at California
Institute of the Arts in the Miriam Schapiro/Judy Chicago seventies era of the Feminist
Studio Workshop, at Womanhouse, and at the Woman’s Building, among many other
art/work places, tried to analyze and change the relations of production.

One of the most important attributes of the Woman’s Building was its process
and its related pedagogy. Community organizations such as the Woman’s Building were

significant influences on the educational processes in various institutions of learning.
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Teachers and students, likewise, in “alternative” feminist university departments (i.e.,
early, grassroots-oriented, community-oriented women’s studies programs) attempt-
ed to analyze the relations of production and to develop a process for exploring those
relations.? Some have referred to “feminist process” as the practice of women’s studies.
Ideally, that means that “content” emanates not only from a person designated as
instructor/professor, but also from those designated as students. That means that the
teacher learns from the students, as well. The classroom, altered in its structure, is stu-
dent-oriented. The structure is symbolized, most often, by the circle. Each member of
the circle is equal to any other and, consequently, is given equal time and space. Space
is, again, a relevant concept—taking, owning, occupying, and controlling space. All
experience is valid, and everyone is validated. The person designated instructor (facil-
itator) may be more experienced in certain areas of curriculum content, but this formal
knowledge is not to be mystified and there should be no hidden agenda in that sense or
in any other. What takes place is a constant process of consciousness-raising through
revelation and sharing and through the politicizing of the personal. The ideal was to
make decisions through consensus and to work collectively on projects. The women in
the circle were constantly self-evaluating (criticism/self-criticism). This process—a
self-empowering, consciousness-raising, action-oriented mode of interaction—is inte-
grally linked to feminist pedagogy.

Such pedagogy and process were at the core of feminist education at the
Woman’s Building: in the classes, the performances, the organization of the artwork,
and in the administrative functioning. For many years, “alternative institutions” were
the heart of second-wave feminism and space was a precious commodity.®

Are these “alternative” institutions the “flip side” of patriarchal culture/
androcenters? Although the form(s) may be different, the raisons d’étre, goals, func-
tions and processes may be much the same as the quilting bee of an earlier period in
North America or the zaar of Sudan (a ritualized self-help, therapeutic gathering on
behalf of a “sister” in crisis). If these are a “flip side,” are they unconscious in their
construction and, in that sense, do they involve prefeminist consciousness or “female
consciousness”?*’ Or, were all alternative institutions constructed through feminist
consciousness?

When the variables of different disciplines are assembled that are said to
signal differing principles for the use of space by women and men, differing gender
metaphors for the creation of institutions, and a process for the creation of new modes
of relationships in the work environment, awomen’s culture concept begins to develop
that moves beyond the descriptive and definitional and into the conceptual.

To summarize, the space (both material and metaphorical) into which women/
feminists pour their culture is user-oriented, ergonomic, functional, flexible, organic,
holistic, complex, social, slowly growing, communal, decentralized, informal, localist,

participatory, conservationist, emotional, affective, instinctual, nurturing, experiential,
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nonhierarchical, fluid, reflective (self-critical), egalitarian, and collaborative. The way in
which we build a house is as important, if not more so, than the house itself. At the
Woman’s Building, the way the house was run and the relations of production that were

developed were as significant as the content of the house, i.e., the art that was produced.*

Space, Culture, and Freedom: Revolutionary Feminist Art
What is the possibility for women’s culture to transform space radically and, therefore,
to transform culture? In other words, does women’s culture have revolutionary poten-
tial? Is women’s art (which so often embodies many of the principles, metaphors, and
processes of women’s culture) revolutionary? I consider revolutionary art to be that
which (1) has a profound relationship to material conditions (i.e., art which is not iso-
lated or isolating and is not alienated from the material world, the producer or the
audience); (2) is relatively unbounded or has flexible boundaries; (3) is collective; (4,)
is egalitarian; (5) is active (especially in the sense of demanding social change); (6) is
transcultural (while sometimes using our ethnicities to arrive at that point); (7) is dis-
ruptive of the dichotomy between subject and object or any other dichotomy. The act or
process of creating the art is revolutionary, rather than the actual form or even the con-
tent. (This idea is borrowed and altered from John Berger.*?) More importantly, the
revolutionary aspect of the art is in the interaction process of the creators. In this way
culture, as it is articulated through art production, is simultaneously theory and prac-
tice. That is, through culture, the person is in a state of constant revolt in which she
simultaneously fulfills and creates her own values. The revolt is not an intellectual
invention, but is based upon human experience and action toward change.*® In this
way, the art form is one around which women can mobilize or organize and build insti-
tutions of change. It is, in fact, political organization itself.

To many theorists and activists, performance art was the quintessential revo-
lutionary art. The art form was at its most political when it produced an intersection of
space, culture, and freedom. Performance art, especially as we knew it among feminist
art producers in the Greater Los Angeles area, was a feminist art of and for the era. It
was oftentimes also the epitome of the expression of sexuality and space.

A number of the performance pieces of the era exhibited many of the “princi-
ples,” “institutional metaphors,” and processes explored above: fluidity, egalitarian-
ism, communalism, and informality. The initiator of a massive public performance
piece is a self-conscious actor, but the people drawn into it, immersed in the piece
sometimes by accident, may take on their own dynamic and are changed and, in turn,
change their environment. Whether or not the performances followed the original
design of their initiator, they created a political and cultural bridge between public and
private life (to which Sheila de Bretteville’s design projects also speak so eloquently).
There is a great deal in feminist public performance art that emanates from the people

themselves, is spontaneous, and is localist/participatory. It is, in that sense, ideal
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Take Back the Night, performance by Leslie Labowitz and Suzanne Lacy, 1978, San Francisco.
Photograph by Rob Blalack. © Leslie Labowitz and Suzanne Lacy.

feminist process. Many of the women passersby who participate are not doing so self-
consciously but rather may be responding to their own needs (material or social con-
ditions) or identifying with a particular form of oppression/repression. They may be
part of the same community or network in which there are shared institutions, values,
relationships, norms, organizations, arts, methods of communication, and history. If
only temporarily, they act together to change their environment (space).

It is significant to the theorizing of space, sexuality, and politics that this art
was focused as much at the Woman’s Building as at any other one site. Performance art
workers appropriated space and filled it with autobiography, theater, mysticism, sexu-
ality, and politics to produce compelling invitations to deal with our personal/political
selves. Some works by the Feminist Art Workers, Mother Art, Double X (XX), Ariadne:
A Social Art Network, The Waitresses, Sisters Of Survival, and others also used col-
lective action to bring about change, to subvert the public/private dichotomy, and to
engage in praxis.**

In the late seventies, especially in the work of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Lab-
owitz, performance art as media event, as spectacle, reached its peak. Large, politically
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conscious action groups were coordinated, appropriating urban space, mapping
women’s oppression, and using performativity, feminist theory, community organiza-
tion, media analysis, and ideas from Conceptual art for change.

Change through irony was one of the unstated goals of some performance. One
of the best examples of ironic performance was the Feminist Art Workers” This Ain’t No
Heavy Breathing (1978), in which the group selected women’s names at random from
the phone book, called them, and instead of making lewd comments, affirmed and val-
idated them. Other performances involved juxtaposing opposing groups of people in
the same space to cooperate toward one goal and in this way synthesizing structure and
method. In these public art events, it was ambiguous who was the audience and who
was the “performer”; all became cultural workers who may have been altering space
and body within that space. Likewise, it was unclear where the “piece” began and where
it ended; such terminology is, in fact, not appropriate. Dialogue, protest, confronta-
tion, and celebration are all human behaviors simultaneously recreating culture and

changing the cultural space.

Art Critical Theories and Feminism
Most feminist art of the seventies* was political art in many senses, just as feminist
art criticism was political criticism, whether critiquing feminist art or conventional/
mainstream/patriarchal art. Lillian Robinson, literary critic, referred to feminist art
criticism as engaged criticism, Lucy Lippard as advocacy criticism: It should be just as
engaged as the art itself.*

For many cultural feminists, it is arguable to posit that the feminist art
movement of the seventies emanated from “second-wave feminism,” because of the
utopian nature of much of feminist art. Nonetheless, both cultural feminists and other
“second-wave feminists” were responding to the abysmal material conditions of most
women’s lives; to the secondary nature of women’s lives, so poignantly narrated by
Simone de Beauvoir; and to the “problem that had no name” of Friedan’s “feminine
mystique” (among other things, the boredom and lack of fulfillment of the middle-
class [white] housewife).*” The movements were also a reaction to the fact that existed
then and still exists today: more women are killed and maimed by the men in their lives
(often in their own homes) than in any other way.

From this knot of facts, and from where most feminists chose to position the
site of the struggle at that time, emerged the most famous slogan of the era: “The per-
sonal is political.” This slogan/theory/praxis/mode of relating to the world was a car-
dinal belief of most feminists and was to transform many women’s lives, the nature of
feminism, and the content and practice of feminist art.

“Feminism” itself was/is many things: an academic and theoretical point-
of-view, a didactic stance, a political agenda, an ideological and/or philosophical per-
spective, and a program to change the conditions of women’s lives. There are many
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definitions of “feminism” and many different perspectives; each one may be said to
contain a cultural component and the seeds of a cultural movement. Not only is femi-
nism not monolithic, no one person fits neatly into one category of feminism. This was,
apparently, a difficult idea for the many factions of feminists to grasp and hold onto all
of the time. Feminists and their critics also had difficulty or refused to fathom the idea
that feminism is dynamic. Therefore, what was true of feminism in the seventies may
not be true of feminism in the early twenty-first century.

Second-wave feminism was characterized by an emphasis on consciousness-
raising about women’s or one’s status and identity. It was an exploration and exposé of
the socialization processes that were said to account for women’s status. In art, litera-
ture, and even in academic writings there was an emphasis on images and self-images:
challenging, creating, subverting, and valorizing them.

What set “second-wave” feminism off from “first-wave” was the former’s
emphasis on the spiritual and cultural and on image and imagery. And connected,
almost mystically, was the notion that there is a unified subject, a biological female-
ness. We were all women after all. Such ideas were theorized by Mary Daly and Susan
Griffin, and poeticized through some of the early works of Adrienne Rich, especially
The Dream of a Common Language, which included “Transcendental Etude,” an anthem
to women’s culture and a call for the invention of a women’s history. Some of these pio-
neers of the women'’s culture movement presented valorized and “fixed” ideas about
the “nature” of women and of women together.*?

The women’s cultural movement has been a very important element in U.S.
feminism, and has been especially prominent on the West Coast.*” Women began to
believe that they had to change culture—language, history, philosophy, the arts—to
achieve equality and liberation. Just as women had been cut off from their history, they
had been cut off from their culture. I argue that there is no better way to dominate a
group of people than to withhold, make invisible, or distort their history or culture. To
the activists in the women’s cultural movement this had to be addressed. The process
for addressing it was dialectical; the strategy was twofold. That is, although feminists
delegated themselves to change the culture, it was argued by some that women could
also use that same culture to accomplish the transformation. A debate over whether or
not we can use the “Master’s tools to dismantle the Master’s house” still rages.*

The cultural movement is also a reaction to the condition of women in the arts,
including how they have been portrayed in art and how they have been treated as
artists, e.g., how theirlabor has been devalued and the products of their work trivialized
or marginalized. That had to be changed. But how would women artists come into their
own without knowledge of their role in the history of art?

Therefore, an important goal within the women’s cultural movement has been
the rewriting of art history to reflect more accurately the contribution of women, but
also to assess the negative impact of the traditional depiction of women in art. Although
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some have called for a rewriting of art history, others such as Griselda Pollock have
suggested, instead, “feminist interventions in art history.”"!

Perhaps it is too obvious to say that Western art was the domain of men
because art is one of the highest expressions of culture, and therefore, was coveted and
protected by men—like a grand copyright. Art in most societies is also the expression of
the ideas of a particular class. Within Western capitalist society, this took particular
forms. Before the twentieth century, the images of women were patriarchal types.
Alexandra Comini referred to “vampires, virgins and voyeurs” and Carol Duncan and
others to Madonna, Eve, and Venus (and sometimes Salome). It is among the middle
and upper classes where we can trace the ideas that Duncan has referred to as “virility
and domination,” the pervading themes of Modernism (the Fauves, Cubists, German
Expressionists, and other “vanguard” artists). But no salacious or pristine image can
compete in ferocity and brutishness with twentieth century Modernist themes.

Modernism and the avant-garde schools were quite different. They asserted,
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Mariona Barkus, Women Fight Back, 1984. Collage. Collection of the
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sometimes in manifestos, the virile, vigorous, and uninhibited sexual appetite of the
artist; male artists celebrated the male erotic experience. Modernism was/is voyeur-
istic in that the woman’s body—in the form of the nude—was laid out for the male gaze.
She/it is fragmented, objectified, commoditized, passive, vulnerable, and submissive
to the male artist. Her blank gaze tells us little about her. She/it is devalued.*

Clearly feminist artists and critics had their work cut out for them.

Art and Resistance
The much overworked themes of oppression and resistance characterized a great deal
of feminist arts of the seventies; these themes were always visible in differing degrees
at the Woman’s Building: (1) Woman as oppressed, but with her anger about that
oppression turned inward. This was often literature that included ironic or self-mock-
ing acts of degradation, self-hatred, and self-destruction, often directed at the artist’s
own body. We see this in the poetry of Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton.?* (2) Woman as
oppressed, but with her anger aimed outward, usually at men, patriarchy, or male-
dominated society. Or, in the art by women of color, the anger might be directed at
whites of both genders. Action might take the form of talking or fighting back. The early
poetry of Ntozake Shange is a good example.” (3) Affirmation, validation, or celebra-
tion of womanhood and of women being together, or in the case of women of color, of
the race and women of the race, bonding.*® No literature was as validating of women
than the poetry of Adrienne Rich, especially in The Dream of a Common Language.>
Celebration of womanhood is the salient theme in Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party. In
The Great Wall and other works, muralist Judy Baca included strong Latinas, alongside
Latinos, forging United States history.

Because the structures of domination remain in place no matter how much
women celebrated their attributes, the themes above may not have been the most
effective methods for achieving the stated goals of the period, which amounted to noth-
ingless than a social revolution. Even if these goals were not achievable, the significant
act was to intervene in social history in order to unsettle and subvert the hegemonic
process. In the area of art history and art, in general, a lot of feminist intervention had
to happen.

Clearly, feminists felt a need to correct the vilification of women in life and in
art, starting by pointing out the negative images and then subverting, replacing, or
negating them. Second, there was an expressed need to make women visible—in the
past (restoration, resuscitation, resurrection, redemption, and recuperation) and in
the present. Third, feminists had to address the mistakes and fill in the gaps. Fourth,
feminists saw an effective method in turning things on their heads, or turning the
tables, for example, rescuing taboos and appropriating them, and in the process,
imbuing them with power. Fifth, feminists also saw a need to present new, strong,

positive images and heroic narratives to replace the negative images. This often
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involved valorizing women, making women the narrators of their own lives and the
curators of their own culture. Sixth, because women had been deprived of much of
their past, feminists aimed at continuity with the past. In art, this often entailed res-
cuing a “traditional” motif, such as quilting, and giving it meaning in contemporary life
(e.g. the art of Faith Ringgold and Miriam Schapiro). Last, and perhaps the most con-
troversial, feminists aimed to find the “Truth” (placing them in the heart of Mod-
ernism) that emerged in the form of a unified subject. Many feminists of the seventies
took the position that women were more unified by the fact of being “woman” than by
the specifics of race, class, sexuality, region, material conditions, religion, and culture.

The last goal mentioned above is controversial because it has been perceived
as essentialist by feminist critics, critics of feminism, and by women of color inside
and outside of those first two categories. Women of color often did not see themselves
in the picture, asserting that by “woman,” that unified and totalized subject, the “know-
ers” (the gatekeepers in the art world and in academia) really were referring to white,
middle-class, Western women.*

In a way, the splits that were a result of “identity politics” are ironic because,
if there is some commonality between the work of women of color and white feminist
women, identity politics is one. Yet, it was notidentity politics that unified women in the
seventies and eighties. Quite the contrary. For all of the attempts at spinning and weav-
ing, things spun out of control. The Woman's Building is no exception to the strife that
consumed so much of the feminisms of the era. The predominantly white feminists at
the Woman's Building were never really able to recover from the charge by women
artists, critics, and art historians of color that the agenda was set, and only as an after-
thought were women of color invited to the tea party. Internal and external criticisms
that the Woman’s Building did not have “enough diversity” were mollified by an “add a
woman of color and stir” strategy.”” For women artists of color, the strategy of building
a house from within did not, it seemed, resemble moving from the margins to the
center (within).

When women artists of color did address some of the themes delineated
above, they did it with a twist. For one thing, there was often less emphasis on the in-
dividual artist as subject and a greater tendency to talk about one’s own group, e.g.,
African Americans. By depicting the stereotypic Black maid with a gun in The Liberation
of Aunt Jemima, Betye Saar was appropriating a negative image and imbuing it with
power. Thus, although Saar might have been including herself in the general image-
making, the comment was broader and served as a reminder to middle-class white
women that Black women still occupy the lower rungs of the workforce. White feminist
academics and artists devoted a great deal of energy to a characterization of all women
as exploited through domestic labor; this piece of Saar’s served as a reminder of who
is more exploited.

Betye Saar, The Liberation of Aunt Jemima, 1972. Mixed media assemblage, 11 %:” x 8” x 2 %4”. Collection of University
of California, Berkeley Art Museum, purchased with the aid of funds from the National Endowment for the Arts.
Photograph courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, LLC, New York.
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The All City Waitress Marching Band, 1979. Performance by The Waitresses, created by Jerri Allyn, Leslie
Belt, Chutney Berry (pictured in front with baton), Anne Mavor and 35 waitresses. The DooDah Parade, Pasadena,
CA.. Performed by: Nancy Angelo, Elizabeth Blouser, Terry Bleecher, Diane Diplata, Laurine DiRicco, Anne
Gauldin, Cheri Gaulke, Leibe Gray, Anita Green, Maisha Green, Vanalyn Green, Annette Hunt, Elizabeth Irons,
Julie James, Maria Karras, Laurel Klick, Sue Maberry, Anne Phillips, Linda Preuss, Arlene Raven, Maureen
Renville, Rita Rodriquez, Jeanne Shanin, Barbara Stopha, Cheryl Swannack, Sue, Talbot, Rina Viezel, Lynne
Warshafsky, Christine Wong. Photograph by Mary McNally. © The Waitresses: Jerri Allyn and Anne Gauldin.

The art by women of color added many other themes to the lexicon, however,
ones generally not dealt with by white feminist artists. Following Lippard in Mived
Blessings, one could characterize the art by women of color as dealing with the various
themes of telling, mapping, naming, landing, remembering, longing, dreaming, resist-
ing, and appropriating. Memory and loss are very powerful themes in the art by American
Indians/Native Americans and Asian Americans. Telling, naming, and resisting seem
very important among African American artists; mapping, reappropriating, and resist-
ing are salient themes among Chicanas and Latinas. Certainly, the relationship to land
is very significant: no land, stolen land, remembered land, and dual lands or identity.*
It is this last set of themes that resonate with feminist concern for space, house, and
home. White feminists, however, rarely dealt with land. Their art was more insular,

closer to home than to faraway lands, closer to the house than to the fields.®!
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Feminist Art Strategies in the 1970s
In its leadership role in the arts communities, the feminist art of the Woman’s Building
in the seventies and into the eighties was often in the genre of biography or autobiog-
raphy and was also multiple, layered in time, and non-linear. In tone, its critics said
that it was humorless, or “dead serious,” and that feminist art dealt primarily with
oppression, trivialization, and the brutalization of women. This is reductive, however,
because, although it is true that these were some of the prevalent themes of Woman-
house, feminist art at the Woman'’s Building was also about survivors, not victims, and it
was often very funny.®

Some of the art used biting comedy or satire—even about such serious themes
as the exploitation and the sexualization of women’s labor. The Waitresses, for exam-
ple, was a Woman’s Building-associated performance group that staged events in res-
taurants throughout the city, appropriating and altering space. They did comical
renditions of sexual harassment and exploitation of labor. Arguing that feminist art
is “too serious” also overlooks the guerilla theater / performance group Guerrilla Girls,
who stage comical public demonstrations and events (in disguise) to protest discrimi-
nation against women’s art and women artists, and whose publications are equally
humorous.®

Furthermore, the parallel woman-as-hero theme was also prevalent in seven-
ties feminist art. Linear, heroic narratives were prominent strategies in the construc-
tion of a new mythology and cosmology (e.g., Judy Baca’s early paintings and murals
and Yolanda Lopez’s work). In fact, the linear narrative depicting women'’s lives was a
popular feminist strategy for more accurately representing women in art and academic
research, and it resulted in the collection of life-histories or personal narratives. Al-
though Baca created strong graphic narratives that are emancipatory in theme, others
used oral histories and personal stories to represent “ordinary” women in an attempt
to show that no woman is ordinary.

The personal art of quilt making manifests many of the themes I have men-
tioned. Quilts are, of course, important as examples in feminist art histories of restor-
ing and resurrecting art forms by women that have been trivialized and marginalized
(in fact, not even considered “art”). Moreover, by examining quilts in women’s history,
feminists illuminated issues of work, of community collaboration, personal and family
history, ritual, multi-layered history, commemoration, and the importance of decora-
tion. Quilts are also reflections of race, ethnicity, class, and regional diversity. Quilt
makers are, indeed, cultural workers. Their work covers and reveals.

Sheila de Bretteville created Pink in 1974. She invited women from the Fem-
inist Studio Workshop (FSW) to create page art about the color pink. Some of the
squares are text only; some are images. Then she “quilted” the responses together,
pinned them to the wall, and photographed the ensemble. From the photograph, she
created one poster that is really the patchwork/quilting of twenty-nine women.
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© Women’'s Community Inc., 1974..
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In fact, for many feminists, quilts have been used in book and essay titles
as metaphors for weaving women’s lives together, for particular kinds of labor, for
collaborative work, for the layered history of women’s lives, and the like. Two striking
examples of literary metaphors are Shirley Lim’s “A Dazzling Quilt” and Bettina
Aptheker’s Tapestries of Life.** In looking at the process of quilting, feminists can
see the metaphors of finishing each other’s stitches; collaborative work; linking
women, families, and generations; the labor of love; and the valuing of women’s labor,
including art.

The visualization of this process of quilting and the resurrection of needle-
work as art were important in the works of at least four prominent artists: Faith
Ringgold, with her quilt series depicting African American lives; Miriam Schapiro, who
combined the quilt motif with the central core imagery (e.g., “The Poet,” “The House
That Miriam Built,” and “Wonderland”); Faith Wilding, whose scrapbooks, scriptori-
ums, and Womb Room(s) crocheted her environment; and Judy Chicago, whose Dinner
Party rescued china painting and needle art and who also produced dramatic needle
works herself (e.g., “The Birth Project”). The last three artists were closely affiliated
with the Woman’s Building.

As we can see from the example of Pink, it was not only forms and motifs that
were rescued from trivialization, but colors as well. De Bretteville appropriated the
color pink, the dreaded, super-feminine, and most trivial of colors associated with the
construction of femininity. In Pink, FSW participants were asked to address a wide
range of topics, using only pink. The page art dealt with image and text, the personal
and political, and formed an integrated poster. The poster, an art medium that was a
salient feature of Woman’s Building art, provided a way of appropriating public space
to make private communications, which was a trademark of de Bretteville’s art (e.g.,
her 1979 “The Personal Voice in Public Communication”).

It is no accident that a poster designed in 1998 by a new generation of femi-
nists at California Institute of the Arts (CalArts), who were intent on reclaiming their
feminist history from obscurity, was also predominantly pink! The poster advertised a
conference entitled The F Word: Contemporary Feminisms and the Legacy of the Los
Angeles Feminist Art Movement.

The tactile and narrative works mentioned above evoked the house and home,
domesticity as an extraordinary/ordinary existence, the private and public, and space.

The Body as a Site of Resistance
Another central credo of feminism is that there is nothing more authentic than the self
and speaking from that self. Therefore, using the self as subject (as in autobiography
and memoir, for example) has been a primary strategy of feminist expression, includ-
ing much academic writing. Nowhere has this been more striking, however, than in the

use of the body, especially the artist’s own body, in feminist art, which has resulted in

63



From Site to Vision: the Woman’s Building in Contemporary Culture Hale

setting up the paradox of the artist as subject and object. The body has been delineated
as both the site of oppression and the site of resistance. Using the self as space for art
(sometimes as a canvas) became one of the most common strategies of feminist art and
writing and a mainstay of the kinds of performance art associated with the West Goast
and with the Woman’s Building. Part of the legacy is extant in later, “transgressive art”
(e.g., Annie Sprinkle).

In our concern for space, and the control and ownership of space, feminists
have tried to locate these sites of oppression and sites of resistance. It was clear to sev-
enties feminist artists how much women’s bodies are a focus of contestation, and how
much this contested terrain of women’s bodies is a central theme in feminist theories
and in art. As Barbara Kruger asserts: “Your body is a battleground.”® It is also narra-
tive, discourse, primordial Truth, spectacle, nature, and masquerade.®

Use of the body, especially inscribing the body, was a multifaceted strategy.
The artists could challenge conventional/historical representation of women’s bodies
(e.g., Carolee Schneemann’s take off on Edouard Manet’s Olympia [1863] in Site [1964.],
or Hung Liu’s version of Olympia, with its double pun [1992]); they could appropriate
taboos by depicting them (e.g., blood and vagina in Shigeko Kubota’s Vagina Painting
[1965], or Schneemann’s Interior Scroll [1975], or Chicago’s Menstruation Bathroom for
Womanhouse [1972], orlater, The Dinner Party); they could express the body as perverse
space/site (e.g., Schneemann’s Site) or express site as body (as in Faith Wilding’s Womb
Room [1972] in Womanhouse). They could even mock the essentialism of a woman'’s
body as representing her essence, her perfection (or lack of), as in Martha Rosler’s
video Vital Statistics of a Citizen, Simply Obtained (1977), in which she stands in a room
where a team of “authorities” measures every crucial inch of her body and announces
its findings of her “assets” or “liabilities” to the assembled, who assess if her measure-
ments measure up to the “standard.” Or, an artist could use her body to make a com-
mentary on other “historical bodies” (e.g., Cheri Gaulke’s Christ/Eve-like persona,
who both eats an apple and lounges on the cross in This Is My Body and This Is My Body
Illuminated [both works, 1985]). Feminist artists could use metaphors connected with
food, eating, plates, and dinner parties to display vaginas (perhaps as “butterflies”).
They could give the body, especially the vagina, texture—crocheting the womb (e.g.
Wilding) and quilting that “central cavity” (e.g., Schapiro’s quilt motifs).

Perhaps the most common image of feminist art in the seventies, and the most
graphic site of resistance, was the vaginal image, or central cavity, mentioned above, or
what some refer to as “cunt art.” The central cavity image challenged the male view of the
woman as “just a hole” or the phallic lack, to use Jane Gallop’s terminology.*” At the time,
the mere representation of the vagina was itself a powerful consciousness-raiser.

By using space (including central space), nature, the body, and taboo sites of
resistance, a new cosmology was developing—a new mythology with a reservoir of
earthy images and an emphasis on female power (for example, Mary Beth Edelson’s
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Ana Mendieta, Silueta Works in Mexico, August 1973/1991. Estate color photograph, one from a series of
twelve, 20" x16”. Courtesy Galerie LeLong, New York. © The Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection.

This is My Body, performance by Cheri Gaulke, 1982. ESpace DBD, Los Angeles. Photograph by Sheila Ruth.
© Cheri Gaulke.

portrayals of female spiritual power). In order not to be left out of history and culture,
women’s bodies were inserted/planted in the earth (or emerged from the earth or
through a flower). Ana Mendieta’s earthy, erotic pieces were carved or burned into
nature. In Excavations (1985), alesbian performance work by Terry Wolverton, bodies/
beings unearthed themselves (a metaphor for lesbian self-discovery). These art motifs
that placed women close to the earth or “blossoming” in the midst of a negative world,
such as Leslie Labowitz’s It’s Sproutime (1983) in the “At Home” show, both re-flected
and influenced the ecofeminist movement.

However, many of these motifs invited criticisms from a number of different
directions. For example, the explicit display of the body was seen as narcissistic. Some
said that the genital image, signifying woman, was essentialist, that it fed into stereo-
types, was ultimately impersonal, and was outside of history.®® The nature theme was
also criticized as essentialist and as romanticizing/exoticizing women’s bodies and lives
and, thereby nurturing the “man of culture and woman of nature” formula.

However, not all body art, or the use of one’s body to convey the theme, seems
to have lent itself to “essentialist” interpretations.® A number of artists in the sev-
enties and later performed or depicted the idea of women as socially constructed
beings/ bodies, sometimes racialized, sometimes biomedically constructed. Among
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the examples are Cindy Sherman’s ongoing series of untitled photographs, which are
supposedly of subjects in different time periods, ways of life, and themes. Sherman,
indelibly inscribing herself into history and culture, appears as the central figure in all
of the photos: Hollywood star; battered woman; dissipated, fearful victim; and corpse™—
not quite types, but evocative of women we remember. They remind us of something/
someone. Other examples are Martha Rosler’s Vital Statistics performance and video
mentioned above; Hannah Wilke’s photographic series that captures the stages of her
physical degeneration as she is dying from cancer on a hospital bed (Intra-Venus,
1992—93), exhibited in the group show “Sexual Politics,” curated by Amelia Jones in
1996; Eleanor Antin’s multiple, constructed characters that are either photographed
or performed (e.g., the ballerina); and Terry Wolverton’s Me and My Shadow (1984), a
performance at the Woman’s Building that addressed racism. These were all far from
essentialism and romanticization.

Sometimes using the body as central image has involved re-readings of Freud
and the depiction of male sexuality or of human sexuality in general, as in the work of
Mira Schor (e.g., Cunt and Penis 0f1993), or Hannah Wilke’s Venus Envy (1980).” These
are hard-edged works that lacked sentimentality, romance, or nostalgia.

In the same time period a number of male artists were also using their bodies
as subject, as conveyors of meaning. But they were doing “body art” quite differently.
For the most part, the violent and hard-edged work of such artists as Vito Acconci and
Chris Burden may have transgressed social norms, but in most cases, not the norms of
masculinity, which may account for why the reaction to their work was different. Not
that what they were performing or depicting did not challenge masculinity, but they
were within the range of outrageous, masculinist behavior. Their work was rarely ever
deemed narcissistic or self-indulgent. Lippard makes the contrast in commenting on
the uproar over Linda Benglis’s infamous advertisement in which she wears a giant
dildo in Artforum (1974).

The uproar that this last image created proved conclusively that there
are still things that women may not do. The notion of sexual transfor-
mation has, after all, been around for some time. No such clamor
arose in 1970 when Vito Acconci burned hair from this chest,
“pulling at it, making it supple, flexible—an attempt to develop a
female breast,” then tucked his penis between his legs to “extend the
sex change,” and finally “acquired a female form” by having a woman
kneel behind him with his penis “disappearing” in her mouth
(yalanche, Fall 1972). Nor was there any hullabaloo when Scott
Burton promenaded 14th Street in drag for a 1969 Street Work, or
when he flaunted a giant black phallus in a static performance in
1973; or when William Wegman made his amusing trompe-1'oeil

66

Lynda Benglis, SELF (Artforum Advertisement, November 1974), various dates 1970—76. Portfolio of
9 pigment prints, 34" x 23", edition of 25. Image courtesy of Cheim & Read, New York.



From Site to Vision: the Woman’s Building in Contemporary Culture Hale

“breast” piece...or when Lucas Samaras played with himself in front
of his Polaroid camera.”

Rebecca Schneider claimed, “Nudity was not the problem. Sexual display was not the
problem. The agency of the body displayed, the authority of the agent—that was the
problem with women’s work.”?

Transgressing social norms, especially sexual mores, was a trademark of sev-
enties art. The daring body and performance art of Woman’s Building art workers
such as Cheri Gaulke, with pieces such as This Is My Body, clearly presaged later works
represented in both the “Bad Girls” and “Bad Girls West” shows (1994, and in “Sexual
Politics.”™ Linda Goode Bryant defines “transgressive” art as “works which speak to a
female identity that exists outside conventional feminine traits, aspirations and deco-
rum.””™ That much of feminist art still claims to be transgressive is an homage to much
of the art of the Woman’s Building.” Following in the tradition of such first generation
transgressive performance and multimedia artists as Schneemann, we see Karen
Finley, Sandra Bernhard, and Annie Sprinkle use primitivism in performance to mock
commodity fetishism and pornography, transgressing feminine decorum. The 199os
misappropriation of the concept of transgressive art by curators of “naughty” and
titillating art is, however, a contributor to the erasure of the Woman’s Building legacy
and is discussed below.

Written Out of History: The Woman's

Building in Feminist Art and Social History
Can one say about the Woman’s Building the same thing that Amelia Jones said about
the position of The Dinner Party?

At the same time it has not been incorporated in any satisfactory way
into histories and theories of feminism or contemporary art; it seems
that the very contentiousness of the piece has precluded the thought-

ful examination of its effects.”

I contend that the “bookends theory” of feminist art history in Los Angeles and at the
Woman’s Building, while attempting to argue from a point of strength, instead disables
a broader view of the contribution of the art of the Woman’s Building.

By “bookends theory” of Los Angeles feminist art, [ am referring to the start-
ing point and ending point of discussions about seventies feminist art in this region—
the work of Judy Chicago. In this model, the foundation of the Woman’s Building is
subsumed by the power of Chicago’s art, from Womanhouse to The Dinner Party. An
example of this approach to social history is the 1996 “Sexual Politics” show that used
The Dinner Party as the essence of feminist art, as a bookend for an era. If one wanted
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to create a bookends model, one could just as appropriately select Womanhouse and
“At Home,” which were a decade apart and encompass the major themes of Southern
California feminist art. Or, if not restricted to California, one might have begun with
Louise Bourgeois’s Femme/Maison series and ended with “At Home.” I am arguing for
the importance of the appropriation of space to feminist art, centering the Woman'’s
Building as the pinnacle of ownership and control of female space.

This is not in any way to denigrate the significance of Chicago’s work. In many
ways, the content of The Dinner Party (that is, the ideas the work chose to carry forward
and the form/structure of the work) and the various critiques of it contained most of
the guiding methods and ideas of “second-wave” and cultural feminism. In that sense,
we could say that it was an attempted hegemonic cultural construct for women on the
West Coast and contained in it, dialectically, counter hegemonic detractions and move-

ments (especially as forwarded by women of color).

69



From Site to Vision: the Woman’s Building in Contemporary Culture Hale

If one accepts the above “bookends” model of feminist art in Greater Los An-
geles or Southern California, one is expected to see the acknowledged and unacknowl-
edged role of a central site, i.e., the Los Angeles Woman’s Building. Most of the artists
and critics who produced and critiqued art in conjunction with or inspired by this era
were also associated in some way with the Woman’s Building, e.g., exhibiting in the
Woman's Building gallery and offering workshops. Yet, the essays in the “Sexual Politics”
catalog barely acknowledged the Woman's Building, virtually erasing the site, perhaps in
the name of a cosmopolitanism, which, ironically, could not be achieved in the show
because of the very bookends approach. After all, “cosmopolitanism,” in the provincial
and parochial manner of U.S. social thought, often simply refers to including both East
and West Coast contributions.

There is no doubt that the fame and notoriety of Chicago’s work, especially The
Dinner Party, is power in itself, attracting attention to an otherwise “esoteric” segment
of the art world. Although a major influence on a segment of feminist artists, the type
of attention that the work drew was also a distraction from some of the equally and
more profound achievements of some of the other artists.

How do we account for the writing of the Woman'’s Building out of history?
Is it what I have suggested above: the distortion of one artist’s importance? Or, has the
distancing of the three co-founders contributed to this: de Bretteville leaving Los
Angeles to chair Yale’s Design Department; Chicago removing herself to New Mexico;
Raven moving to New York? All three stayed in touch, but their influence became less
local and localized. On the other hand, we could just as easily see this as a possibility for
the dissemination of Woman’s Building influence. Many other well-known Woman’s
Building-associated artists have left Los Angeles, e.g., Nancy Buchanan, for a time, and
Faith Wilding.

However, attributing the erasure of an institution’s viability in historical
memory to the presence or absence of particular actors is a weak explanation. In fact,
the transfer of power and direction to a second generation can be strength. There are
more significant reasons associated with ideas, with changes in mores and in the polit-
ical climate (i.e., the backlash of the Reagan/Bush years), and with the power of the
organization to rub against the grain of society. After all, the Woman’s Building repre-
sents, as a response to both external and internalized oppression, a conscious and will-
ful attempt on the part of a segment of the feminist community to set itself apart from
conventional/mainstream society. This conscious marginalization was both strategic
and adaptive, and unlike some other feminist institutions, it was not easily co-opted. It
was easier to erase. Gertainly, academic feminists who internalized mainstream criti-
cisms made a contribution to that erasure.

Furthermore, one cannot overlook the homophobia that was eventually to
produce unprecedented numbers of hate crimes; the cooptation of the hard edge of
lesbianism and lesbian ideas by “queer theory”; the softening of the marginalization
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through popularizing (e.g., the television program “Ellen”); and the dismantling of
women’s separate spheres through processes such as the preference for “gender stud-
ies” over “women’s studies” in most elite academic circles.

The importance and preponderance of lesbian art making and community for-
mation at the Woman’s Building, and the effect that those processes have had on social
ideas, is not neutral. Lesbhian art making dealt with the difficult-to-digest themes of
incest, violence against women, autoeroticism, and compulsory heterosexuality. It was,
however, the profoundly political ideas behind this socially conscious cultural work
that were threatening: the goal of creating an entirely new culture and community.
Whether or not this was achievable is irrelevant to the threat that such ideas posed.

Furthermore, the utopian ideas of much of the art and methods of collaborat-
ing on that art were based on the idea of an affirmative women’s culture, a celebration
of femaleness, the offer of a counter canon. This counter canon is a self-conscious, lib-
eratory women's culture.

The United States is a society that has mastered the art of depoliticization:
in the courts, media, schools, and social institutions. Media all too prematurely herald
the “post-" of a movement. “Postfeminists” proclaim that they are feminists without
the anger and polemics. They are feminists with a sense of humor, or what Esquire mag-
azine dubbed the “Do-Me Feminists.”

By the 1990s, funny bad girls were appropriating ideas from seventies femi-
nist art. For example, the statements by the curators of the sister shows, “Bad Girls”
and “Bad Girls West,” in 1994, are a harbinger of ill will toward the Woman’s Building,
or an index of faulty memory. To Marcia Tucker, curator of the New York show, the “Bad
Girls” show exhibited women artists and others “defying the conventions and propri-
eties of traditional femininity to define themselves according to their own terms, their
own pleasures, their own interests, in their own way. But they're doing it by using a
delicious and outrageous sense of humor....”?

Marcia Tanner, curator of “Bad Girls West,” the West Coast version of “Bad
Girls,” referred to the exhibition as “iconoclastic” art by “outlaws.” She differentiates
“Bad Girl” art from feminist art of the seventies and eighties: “It’s irreverent, anti-
ideological, non-doctrinaire, non-didactic, unpolemical and thoroughly unladylike.”?
She, too, stresses sense of humor.

Tanner describes the art of the “Bad Girls West” show as tackling “body-self-
image; sexuality and eroticism; gender roles, relationships, and behavior; fashion,
make-up, and consumerism; celebrity, glamour, and aging,”® in other words, the very
subjects of much of the Woman’s Building art making.

Tanner is, perhaps, most revealing when she discusses the importance of
venue for “Bad Girls West” and refers to choosing Los Angeles because it is the “very
groin of Hollywood’s male-dominated entertainment industry.”® There is not one
mention in the catalog, nor in the show, that Los Angeles was also the home of the
Woman’s Building, the heart of seventies feminist art.
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Is it possible, then, that this political erasure is because of the ideological,
didactic, polemical, and radical nature of the ideas that emanated from the Woman’s
Building? That very essentialism that was condemned in the final years of the institu-
tion had been a guiding principle for teaching, mobilizing, and organizing. We were
definitely not insouciant.

Conclusion
Assessing the influence of the Los Angeles Woman’s Building on American life is like
trying to assess the influence of feminism on contemporary ideas: too vast and pro-
found and too elusive and embedded. However, we can isolate a few of the saliencies of
the Woman’s Building legacy.

As a space occupied and controlled by women, the Woman’s Building’s influ-
ence permeates contemporary social ideas and contemporary feminisms. By appropri-
ating, designing, and contesting space the Woman’s Building, through its spirit of place,
has exerted a significant influence on urban life.

The expanded notions of sexuality and the body are major contributions to the
modern and postmodern. If female sexuality is the defining component of seventies
feminist art, as it reflects women’s identities and experiences of living in a patriarchal
culture, then what does that say for and about the art of the Woman’s Building? To par-
aphrase Amelia Jones, in the artists’ attempts to define sexualities and subjectivities,
to analyze political agency, to explore female desire and eroticism, and to reveal the
complexities and problematics of female identities, the range of art ideologies and
practices was vast.%

For all of the advantages of being housed under one roof, as a “family of
women,” so to speak, or a “community of feminists” or “room of muses,” there were
drawbacks. The charge of essentialism plagued the Woman'’s Building for much of its later
history. That very essentialism, used programmatically, strategically, and effectively to
raise the consciousness of women about their value, their valorized difference(s) from
men, and the potential power of their numbers and abilities, was to continue to influence
gender identity politics. But it was, dialectically, also to lay bare the racism of seventies
feminism in its inadvertent erasure of differences among women.

Ironically, although music, for example, was never seen as a major element in
the programming of the Woman’s Building, the workshops and concerts that were held
were highly influential in disseminating ideas about process and music as a tool for
organizing. Women physically using their formerly muted, atrophied voices in soli-
darity was not a neutral process. This conversion of metaphor (“giving voice”) into
materiality and actuality is only one example of the didactic power of some of the
programs. Many of these same ideas were taken over by women’s studies programs
throughout the country, i.e., disseminated to thousands of students. Perhaps there is

no pair of ideas promulgated by the art workers and activists of the Woman'’s Building

72

Power and Space: Feminist Culture and the Los Angeles Woman's Building, a Context

that has more power than the notion of the citizen artist and the idea that art should be
in the public interest (and in the public).?® Although Woman’s Building artists were
often accused of individualism and self-indulgence because of the highly personal art
production, the opposite was true. Art in the public interest was a very important part
of Woman’s Building philosophy and praxis, e.g., the spirit of guerrilla theater that
flourished in the performance and organizing work of Woman'’s Building activists such
as the Feminist Art Workers, and that influenced Women against Pornography and
WAC (Women’s Action Coalition). Although guerrilla theater did not originate at the
Woman’s Building, some of the ideas that infuse contemporary guerrilla theater may be
traced to cultural feminist ideas. For example, the ecological/spiritual theme of Leslie
Labowitz’s It’s Sproutime and the work of Ana Mendieta can be seen in the Greenpeace
guerrilla theater. The idea that private fantasies shape public events is a force in con-
temporary performance art in the public interest and the notion of collaborative art
permeates much of contemporary socially conscious art.

In heralding a new era of public art, Citizen Artist: 20 Years of Art in the Public
Arena, edited by Linda Frye Burnham, a critic who was often associated with the
Woman’s Building milieu, and Steven Durland, is as much about the art of the Woman'’s
Building as not (e.g., with articles by and about Lacy, Gaulke, and other Southern
California artists associated at one time or another with the Woman’s Building). The
editors feature art as a life experiment and the artist as citizen, and I sometimes felt I
was reading a history of the Woman'’s Building.®*

Certainly, the three founders of the Woman's Building advocated art in the
public interest and the artist as citizen.

Perhaps if the influence of all three of the founders had been stressed by more
art historians, and for the right reasons, giving full range to their ideas, the influence
of the Woman’s Building environment might have been felt more keenly. De Brette-
ville’s influence on American design cannot be overestimated. Her austere design, not
to mention her stress on site and the spirit of place, and her insistence on examining
the issues of public and private communication, have all been important. As for Raven,
she exerted strong influence on art historical ideas, for example, radical feminism/
cultural feminism, essentialism as programmatic, the critic as inseparable from the
artist, highly personalized art, and her methods of writing art criticism, to name only a
few. Chicago’s influence has been her insistence on collaboration, on reclaiming art
practices that had been dismissed and trivialized as “female,” and on the particular
visualizations of the body—the central cavity and the roundedness of femaleness. Her
spirit of entrepreneurial art, provocation, and female valorizing should not be over-
looked as imbuing feminist art and artists with more power.

When one considers these founders and art thinkers/workers as a trilogy, we
open up the possibilities for an intervention into art history and lead the way for a

stronger interpretation of the influence of the Woman’s Building.
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In assessing that contribution, we will have to evaluate the Woman'’s Building’s
role in Modernism and Postmodernism. Can we see any bridge between the primarily
Modernist art of the Woman’s Building and what we are witnessing now among
some Postmodern feminist artists as Mary Kelly (and including Kruger, Sue Coe, Jenny
Holzer, and others) who refuse to use images of women in their work in order to
subvert the use of the female image as object and spectacle?

In Kelly’s Post Partum Document (begun in 1973, but first exhibited in 1979),
she presages the eighties.® Her work has been an attempt to expose the processes of
representation, language, and sexual position and their significance “to show what lies
behind the sexual division of labour in child care, what is ideological in the notion of
natural maternal instinct, what is repressed and almost unrepresentable in patriarchal
language, female subjectivity....”8

The autobiographical nature of Kelly’s work reminds one that art makers at
the Los Angeles Woman'’s Building were instrumental in valorizing autobiography as a
valid premise for art making. This cardinal premise (linked to idea that the personal is
political) guided much of the art of the Woman’s Building and contributed to our cul-
tural reserve of personal narratives, fantasies, and visual stories. Giving testimony is
now one of the most powerful human endeavors, giving voice and agency to “ordinary”
people.

Although much of the Woman'’s Building’s legacy has been unheralded until
very recent years, there have been patches of acknowledgment. Some well-known male
artists, especially performance, installation, and conceptual artists, have recognized
the Woman’s Building’s influence on their work. Tim Miller, for example, cited the
Woman’s Building as an influence on his work, acknowledging that the work at the
feminist institution gave him permission to explore autobiographical material in his
performance art.®”

Yet other male artists have been publicly silent on the issue of feminist influ-
ences on their work. Among those who have received a great deal of critical attention
and who have utilized feminist strategies of art making (without acknowledging this)
is Jim Isermann, who was in Los Angeles during the heyday of the Woman’s Building.
Isermann knits or crochets large quilts that are his “canvases.” Mike Kelley, who was a
student at CalArts in the seventies, uses stuffed animals and other materials first uti-
lized by feminist artists. Nayland Blake, influenced by Kelley, is the next generation to
pick up the mantle of this genre.®

Nonetheless, new generations of feminists and feminist artists are alerted to
the significance of their legacy. I have already mentioned the new generation of Cal-
Arts feminists who resurrected their feminist legacy. Their pink poster for the F Word

conference proclaimed:

[Fleminist art programs of the early seventies are at the center of
the dynamic history of feminist art education.
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Suzanne Lacy...is an artist who was part of the original Women’s
Design Program and developed a performance program at the
Woman’s Building.

Faith Wilding [Woman’s Building affiliate] ... is an artist and professor
who was a member of the Feminist Art Program and Womanhouse.

Sue Maberry...is the Director of the Library at Otis College of Art
and Design, where the Women’s [sic] Building slide archives are

housed. She has been involved with the Woman’s Building for years.

Nancy Buchanan...began using video as a natural extension to per-

formance and installation. Her artworks have been exhibited and
screened worldwide....She has participated in various artist-run
organizations such as Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions, Los
Angeles Center for Photographic Studies, and the Woman'’s Building.

It is certainly to the credit of the CalArts Feminist Art Workshop that they noted their
feminist art program’s direct descent from the Feminist Studio Workshop, Woman-
house, and the Woman'’s Building. The stated goal of the F Word conference was “to bet-
ter establish their legacy and to foster understanding of contemporary feminisms. ..
[creating] a dialogue between the different generations associated with feminist
practice.”® That these newer generation feminist artists had to engage in “detective
work” to trace their lineage is one of the points of this essay and the collection.

It is clear that some of the artists, critics, and academics of the newer genera-
tion are looking at unfinished business. They are not only trying to understand their
legacy, but also to acknowledge it publicly.

One piece of unfinished business at the Woman’s Building, and in feminism
in general, however, is the extant racism in our approaches. Most who were in the arts
community associated with the old Woman’s Building readily admit that the relation-
ship of women of color to the Woman’s Building was never resolved and that we mostly
failed in our various quests for a liberated race politics. As [ have implied, this element
of the Woman’s Building past is a legacy of second-wave feminism, in general, and car-
ries over into contemporary gender studies and queer studies. Just as we now have to
look at the ways in which women’s and men’s experiences of the world have been
socially constructed, so it is with race and class. Our next task is to do a better job in
producing a critical theory that gives examples of how class, race, and gender are con-
structed and reinforced through representation.

The irony of our failure to wage a partially successful struggle with racism is
that we had the tools to do it. A number of the strategies that Woman’s Building artists

and others used might have been instrumental in addressing racism. Women artists
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have been trying to negotiate new relationships to the body and to decolonize it in every
way. This was a central task of Woman’s Building activist artists. We demanded a body
that was not negated, was not the “other,” was not colonized—a body that was truly
liberated—just as we were searching for a truly liberated art practice and theory. That
we did not apply this praxis to race politics and that we did not see that body as racial-
ized is a negative aspect of the history.

Our Woman’s Building environment was an imagined, a built, and a living
environment. Some say that women’s material culture (as in quilts) has a symbolic
language, and therefore, is a vital repository of a group’s collective worldview. Another
view is that direct actions, such as performance art and squatting, politicize and re-
create environments. Or, that we can reveal the oppression of women through art by
making public their private lives. The transformation of women’s art from use value to
commodity in a colonial context is alienation and can have implications for a “culture
of resistance.” The home, house (and museum and salon) can be seen as subversive
“fronts,” catalysts for women’s creations and a space in which underlying feminist
agendas unfold.

This is our vital history and our dynamic present. Denizens of the Woman’s
Building transformed physical site to conceptual space and invented a vision that was
to sustain the community for longer than any women’s cultural institution in the country.

The “boundaries” of the Woman’s Building were both liberating and limiting—
the former realized through our march into the future; the latter through the removal
of our site and a politics of memory that was a conscious and unconscious attempt
to erase our presence as a force in the twenty-first century of cultural and social
ideas. From Site to Vision: The Woman’s Building in Contemporary Culture is an attempt to
address the latter and underscore the former.”
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