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Praise for Art Monsters

‘Compulsively readable … Art Monsters is a remarkably joyful book in which the senses are tested and explored, and the boundaries of disgust and desire redrawn’

Independent

‘Lauren Elkin’s exhaustive, incisive re-readings of feminist writing and art across several centuries prove that the questions raised in these works are far from resolved. In fact, they’re more timely than ever. The book seems destined to become a new classic. Making a passionate case for the monstrosity entailed in all acts of creation, Elkin shatters the truisms that have evolved around feminist thought’

Chris Kraus

‘Soaring and vivid, the experience of reading Art Monsters is like watching a lightning storm at night, each chapter a bolt of light. A remarkable twinning of intellect and brightest scholarship, it left me giddy with possibility’

Doireann Ní Ghríofa

‘A lively and vibrant account of feminist art that articulates the everyday experience of having a body … A superb book’

Spectator

‘Lauren Elkin has the nerve to defend the guilty, fight tooth and claw for long abandoned causes while making heroines out of troublemakers. Her book makes you take sides, change sides, change back and sometimes shout out loud with furious indignation, but you won’t find anything like this history, told in this way, anywhere else’

Lubaina Himid

‘Elkin’s authority as a cultural critic springs from her signature style of curious questioning. Rather than imposing her conclusions on the reader, she juxtaposes ideas, images, language, in a vivid collage that invites us to look more deeply. Never linear – because life isn’t – but perpetually moving, in both senses of the word’

Jeanette Winterson

‘Insightful, provocative and at times heartbreaking’

Literary Review

‘A fascinating re-visioning and re-imagining of women artists who have used their bodies in all sorts of creative, subversive ways. Lauren Elkin provides fresh insight into more familiar names and works, and brings plenty of less well-known ones to light, taking us through more than a century of women who boldly took on the world’

Juliet Jacques

‘Elkin’s book is a self-confessed monster and is also her personal quest to become immoderate and unruly … It is intoxicating to be carried along in her slipstream’

Times Literary Supplement




Lauren Elkin



ART MONSTERS

Unruly Bodies in Feminist Art
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For Julien

my little monster

and for Ben

without whom





These were two of the adventures of my professional life. The first – killing the Angel in the House – I think I solved. She died. But the second, telling the truth about my own experiences as a body, I do not think I solved. I doubt that any woman has solved it yet.

—Virginia Woolf, ‘Professions for Women’

She takes up too much space. Also she’s mad. Which has nothing to do with anything. She lives in her own world because she makes the whole world hers.

—Kathy Acker, Eurydice in the Underworld

feminism begins with sensation

—Sara Ahmed,Living a Feminist Life






The Slash

In a 1931 speech addressing a group of young women at the beginning of their professional careers, Virginia Woolf praised the composer Ethel Smyth for the groundbreaking work she did as a woman in an industry dominated by men, calling her ‘a blaster of rocks and the maker of bridges’.1 For women to make their way in the world it is necessary to destroy, Woolf believed, but also to build; to fragment, but also to link. With this in mind I have written this book under the sign of the slash, to remind myself that fracturing and connecting are the essence of art; that it is the work of the writer and of the artist to lay bare the experiences which divide us but also those which link us together.

I’ve long had a weakness for the form of punctuation that we call in American English the forward slash, what in British English is called a stroke. It’s sometimes, but less often, called a solidus, a whack, or a virgule. (In French, a virgule is a comma, and in Latin it means ‘twig’.)

I like the way it’s used to break things up. Express division yet relation. Or the way it brings disparate things together. Exclusion and inclusion in one stroke. Slash/stroke. Slash slash stroke.

The mark itself is the hieroglyphic equivalent of the verb to cleave, which simultaneously means one thing and its opposite. It slashes/tears, but it also strokes/heals. Against the grain; with the grain.

The slash provides alternatives, which sit together in an uneasy, impossible simultaneity.

The slash conjuncts, and and or, or or and.

The slash divides, and tells us by how much.

The slash activates. In programming, it’s used to begin a command. In gaming, in World of Warcraft, or so I hear, it can make your character start to dance.

The slash creates a space of simultaneity, a zone of ambiguity.

The slash joins genres, genders, blurs, blends, invites, marks.

The slash is the first person tipped over: the first person joining me to the person beside me, or me to you. Across the slash we can find each other.

Across the slash, I think we can do some work.




I.
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Angels and Monsters

1931. Virginia Woolf has just had an epiphany in her bathtub.


I have this moment, while having my bath, conceived an entire new book – a sequel to A Room of Ones Own – about the sexual life of women: to be called Professions for Women perhaps – Lord how exciting! This sprang out of my paper to be read on Wednesday to Pippa’s society.fn1



The paper she mentions is an address to the London and National Society for Women’s Service. Only twelve years earlier, the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act of 1919 had opened the white-collar professions to women, easing them out of the domestic space where the Victorians had wedged them. Whereas in A Room of One’s Own, Woolf had ‘looked back on the history of women’s silences and exclusions’, as Hermione Lee puts it, in the new project Woolf was eager to begin thinking about what kind of future these professional women might have before them. She knew that in spite of this legislation, women still faced acute challenges in becoming, themselves, professionals.1 The genesis of ‘Professions for Women’ indicates she saw the women’s bodies in direct relationship to their professional lives: this intuition would illuminate her thinking about gender and power for the last decade of her life.

When she began her career as a writer, Woolf says in her speech, she experienced a kind of resistance. Not, or not only, from ‘the other sex’, but from her own, in the form of a figure she calls, famously, the Angel in the House.2 Self-sacrificing and modest, with nary a desire of her own but to serve those around her, she was ‘intensely sympathetic’, ‘immensely charming’, and ‘utterly unselfish’. She was also dangerous, slipping ideas about flattery, deception, and purity into the ear of the virginal but ambitious young writer. ‘You have got yourself into a very queer position,’ she would say. ‘[Y]ou are writing for a paper owned by men, edited by men – whose chief supporters are men; you are even reviewing a book that has been written by a man […] Therefore whatever you say let it be pleasing to men. Be sympathetic; be tender; flatter; […] Never disturb them with the idea that you have a mind of your own. And above all be pure.’3 The Angel is well aware of the conditions of production for a young woman: the odds are against her. She will have to curry favour and avoid giving offence, if she is to get along in the world. If you must make art, the Angel implies, make it art they’ll approve of.

Woolf was already thinking about this conflict several years earlier, as her 1927 novel To the Lighthouse attests. In the last part of the novel, the painter Lily Briscoe has returned to the Scottish isle she visited ten years earlier. In that time, several members of the family have died, including its matriarch, its angel in the house, Mrs Ramsay. Lily remembers, staring at a pattern on the tablecloth, that on her last visit she had been preoccupied with a painting – the problem of the foreground, and where to place a tree – and that she had not been able to bring it off.4 She sets up her easel, attempts to capture what eluded her then, but she can’t work with Mr Ramsay thundering about the place, out of sorts, cantankerous, a widower, like Woolf’s own father. ‘Every time he approached – he was walking up and down the terrace – ruin approached, chaos approached. She could not paint.’ His very presence alters her vision: ‘She could not see the colour; she could not see the lines; even with his back turned to her, she could only think, But he’ll be down on me in a moment, demanding – something she felt she could not give him.’5 She remembers from her youth what it is he’s after: her own ‘self-surrender’, like that which she had seen on the faces of women like Mrs Ramsay, ‘when on some occasion like this they blazed up […] into a rapture of sympathy, of delight in the reward they had, which, though the reason of it escaped her, evidently conferred on them the most supreme bliss of which human nature was capable.’6

Lily refuses to surrender, and so does Woolf. Faced with the angel’s order to be nice, she takes up the inkpot and flings it at her. It is a matter of life and death after all: ‘Had I not killed her she would have killed me. She would have plucked the heart out of my writing.’

‘She died hard,’ Woolf tells us.7
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1
/

Or did she?

/

2014. I am struck by a phrase, recognising it without knowing, exactly, what it means. A few pages into Jenny Offill’s novel-in-fragments Dept. of Speculation, a thunderbolt.


My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead.8



Art monster.

Google search it.

Nothing; no original point of reference. The expression exists in French: monstre de l’art. Someone big and important and unreasonable. Male, obviously. Charismatic, an egomaniac. But in English, not at all. There are some near-rhymes in Chris Kraus’s I Love Dick (‘And I told Warren: I aim to be a female monster too’), or Angela Carter’s The Sadeian Woman (‘A free woman in an unfree society will be a monster’). ‘A woman had to be a monster to be an artist,’ said the surrealist painter and sculptor Dorothea Tanning.9 I find lots of writing about the monstrous feminine. In fact, this is the only connection I can find that associates women and monstrosity: the female monstrous, the female grotesque.

Dept. of Speculation takes a more realist tack, being a novel composed of the details of daily family life as they swamp the narrator’s sense of self. ‘[A]rt monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane things,’ Offill’s narrator reflects, setting women on one side, art monsters on the other: not, or rarely, women, and if women, then women who have renounced the mundane, meaning housework, children, admin: ‘Nabokov didn’t even fold his umbrella. Véra licked his stamps for him.’10 Mother or artist, not both. You shall know the art monster by her dirty house, empty of children. Mothers who became art monsters did it by leaving or harming their offspring, through abandonment or suicide or abuse: Doris Lessing, Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton.

Soon after Offill’s novel came out the phrase was everywhere, peppering the personal essays of young women contemplating whether or not they should have children, the challenge and possibly the ontological impossibility of being a mother/wife/artist/monster. Art monster was quickly becoming as popular a phrase in the feminist lexicon as the angel in the house.

It seemed to me, however, that there was more to it than the tension between being an artist and having a family. I am the mother of a young child; I am wrapped in this constraint every day. But the art monster problem, more primary, nagged at me for years before my son was born; it was more to do with having grown up a white American female at the end of the twentieth century, groomed to be appropriate, exacting, friendly and accommodating, as pretty and as small as I could make myself, yet filled with rage at not being allowed to take up more space in the world.

And I heard something else too, something I understood implicitly: how difficult it is, when you have been socialised as a woman, to allow yourself to be monstrous, but also how terrifyingly easy – how inadvertent.

/

When I started writing this book, I thought it was going to be about monstrosity and creativity, about how difficult it was, for a woman artist, to take up space in the world. That, at least, is what I told my publishers I was going to write about. But as I reread ‘Professions for Women’ – a revised essay version this time, which Leonard published after Woolf’s death – in the context of Offill’s term, I realised that I had overlooked an important passage, the climax of it, actually, in which Woolf compares the process of creating to casting her line into the depths of her imagination like a ‘fisherwoman’, letting it ‘sweep unchecked round every rock and cranny of the world that lies submerged in the depths of our unconscious being’. Then, as the line drifts and the thought flows, something happens, something Woolf believed ‘to be far commoner with women writers than with men’:


[T]here was a smash. There was an explosion. There was foam and confusion. The imagination had dashed itself against something hard. […] [S]he had thought of something, something about the body, about the passions which it was unfitting for her as a woman to say. […] She could write no more. The trance was over.11



This disruption becomes a parable about self-censorship – about the ways in which women’s art-making can be halted not by some external force, like a child, or a husband, but by an internalised warning: alert! alert! we are entering dangerous waters! As Woolf brings the essay to its conclusion, she returns to the double agenda she initially brought to her speech: the professional and sexual lives of women, identifying them as two of the key challenges of her life as a writer. ‘The first – killing the Angel in the House – I think I solved. She died. But the second, telling the truth about my own experiences as a body, I do not think I solved. I doubt that any woman has solved it yet.’

This was it: this was, perhaps, what the art monster was trying to do. She’d killed off the Angel, but there was still something stopping her. Something she was trying to say, but had been socially conditioned not to. So much of the discourse around the art monster thus far has focused on female artists’ lives, but it seems just as crucial to look at their work: at what it was that they were so bent on doing that they ran the risk of being called a monster.

/

The work that remained to be done, as far as Woolf was concerned, had to do with screwing up the courage to remake the cultural tradition as we had received it, and to focus on the embodied experience as the primary means of doing this. Women who write, Woolf urged in A Room of One’s Own, must learn to break the ‘sentence’ and then the ‘sequence’ if they are going to make work that will be truly theirs, free from the Angel’s interference.12 We must hear in this not only women, but anyone who finds themselves outside of grammar: another definition of the monstrous. What she was after was something like what she describes in To the Lighthouse, towards the end of the novel, as Lily struggles to say what she must in her painting: ‘Beautiful pictures. Beautiful phrases. But what she wished to get hold of was that very jar on the nerves, the thing itself before it has been made anything.’13

In the speech version of ‘Professions for Women’ – the rawer, more urgent version of these ideas – Woolf explicitly personifies the imagination, giving it, in effect, its own body, with which it darts and rushes, off to the depths, ‘heaven knows where’. And then she has to be pulled back, ‘panting with rage and disappointment’. ‘“My dear you were going altogether too far,’” the fisherwoman tells her.14 She tries to mollify the offended imagination; it shall not ever be thus, she promises. One day men will be less ‘shocked’ when a woman ‘speaks the truth about her body’.15 ‘We have only got to wait fifty years or so. In fifty years I shall be able to use all this very queer knowledge that you are ready to bring me. But not now.’

‘Very well says the imagination, dressing herself up again in her petticoat and skirts, we will wait. We will wait another fifty years. But it seems to me a pity.’16

/

1975. It is not quite fifty years after Woolf’s speech. The artist Carolee Schneemann is standing on a table in an art gallery in East Hampton, New York, wearing neither petticoat, nor skirts. In fact she is not wearing very much of anything, save for a dainty little apron, which she soon removes. She has smeared herself with dark paint. She opens a copy of the zine she has written, Cézanne, She Was a Great Painter, and begins to read, striking a series of art model poses. Then she puts the book down, widens her stance, and slowly draws a roll of paper from her vagina. It looks a bit like an umbilical cord, thick and helical. She begins to read aloud:


I met a happy man

a structuralist filmmaker […]

he said we are fond of you

you are charming

but don’t ask us

to look at your films

we cannot

there are certain films

we cannot look at

the personal clutter

the persistence of feelings

the hand-touch sensibility

the diaristic indulgence

the painterly mess

the dense gestalt

the primitive techniques17



It had been thought that Schneemann was addressing her then partner, Anthony McCall, who was, indeed, a structuralist filmmaker, but in 1988 she told the film historian Scott MacDonald that the monologue was actually addressed to the Artforum critic and editor Annette Michelson, who ‘couldn’t look at her films’, and who kept her out of the feminist canon by not teaching her in her NYU film classes. Several phrases here are apparently things Michelson told her students about Schneemann’s work – ‘painterly mess’, ‘hand-touch sensibility’, ‘diaristic indulgence’.18 These phrases form a feminist artistic manifesto that makes visible on the page precisely what Woolf’s Angel had prohibited her from writing. Coming at the mid-point of the 1970s, Schneemann’s Interior Scroll crystallises a moment when feminist artists committed themselves to making the body the site of liberation, making art that would extend out forwards and backwards and sideways in time, in a bright constellation of beauty and excess.

‘I didn’t want to pull a scroll out of my vagina and read it in public,’ Schneemann has said, but she believed that performance was made necessary by the terror the culture expressed at her attempts to make ‘overt’ what it wanted to ‘suppress’.19 With Interior Scroll, Schneemann wanted to ‘physicalize the invisible, marginalized, and deeply suppressed history of the vulva, the powerful source of orgasmic pleasure, of birth, of transformation, of menstruation, of maternity, to show that it is not a dead, invisible place’.20 Schneemann gave the female body a way to speak it had not previously been able to access; Interior Scroll made the ‘vulvic space’ visible and legible, allowing it to be potentially procreative, but creative.21

When Schneemann died, in 2019, I posted an image from this performance on my Instagram account to pay tribute to her. Instagram took it down.

Schneemann would have expected nothing else. From the earliest days of her career as an artist, her work was censored and attacked for what it dared to depict; as an undergraduate, lacking access to nude models, she painted her naked boyfriend while he slept, his flaccid penis, as well as herself without clothes, and was kicked out of art school. (‘No objections were raised to her posing nude for her fellow male painting students,’ notes the curator Sabine Breitwieser.22) And when she included her clitoris in her Eye Body photographs of 1963, the art world recoiled. ‘Why is it in the art world rather than a “porno” world?’23 They called it obscene, pornographic, said it had nothing to do with art.

Ob-scene, possibly derived from ob- (in front of) and -caenum, filth.fn2 The obscene puts us in front of filth, what ought to be scrubbed away, or cordoned off. Matter out of place, in the anthropologist Mary Douglas’s definition of dirt and impurity. The unseeable parts of the female body are, in art, matter out of place.

In 1991 Schneemann published a perceptive essay on the body, obscenity, and the intersections of professionalism and sexism, called ‘The Obscene Body/Politic’. If in the preceding decades women had barged into the art world, she wrote, they were driven by the anger of several millennia at being sidelined as artists: denied their pronouns (‘The artist, he …’), sexualised and ‘fetishized’, while their actual bodies were characterised as ‘defiling, stinking, contaminating’. In a 1990s documentary about women artists, Schneemann says in voiceover, as an image of the Rokeby Venus appears on the screen:


Historically, I was supposed to be confined to a canvas, interred in fact as an image, so the sense that I was authenticated as an image maker who also had a depictive body was an enormous question for me […] could I have authority in a culture where there was no pronoun that had any authority in those years except he, the artist he, the student he […]24



Being both artist and art, Schneemann said, ‘challenged and threatened the psychic territorial power lines by which women were admitted to the Art Stud Club, so long as they behaved enough like men, and made work clearly in the traditions and pathways hacked out by the men’.25 Schneemann, like many feminist artists of the 70s, wanted to be taken seriously, but she doubled down on the challenges posed by her gender and her body. In one performance piece, Naked Action Lecture (1968), she stripped while giving a slide lecture on art history.

Art monster, I thought, walking through the massive Schneemann retrospective at MoMA PS 1, in late 2017. If Offill’s term has resonated so strongly in recent years, I think it is in part because it points to the ways in which the culture punishes women for being something other than small and silent. Our boundaries have been policed; when we have overspilled them we have been called disgusting. What I think I hear in the term art monster is something to do with the way monstrosity authorises women to thwart received ideas about how we – and our art – should be, look, behave. And yet, in researching this book, as I’ve looked at work by writers and artists like Woolf and Schneemann, I’ve become less invested in legislating whether someone is or isn’t an art monster. I realised the word monster was just as effective as a verb: art monsters. In this new form the term tells us something about what it is art does: it makes the familiar strange, wakes us from our habits, enables us to envision other ways of being, and lets the body and the imagination speak and dream outside the strict boundaries placed on them by society, patriarchy, internalised misogyny. However we read it, as a noun or a verb, the art monster idea is a dare to overwhelm the limits assigned to us, and to invent our own definitions of beauty.


2. Carolee Schneemann, Interior Scroll, 1975.

We tend to think of monsters as scary, outsized creatures, hiding under the bed or in the closets. They are ‘vast and unwieldy’, says the OED, often hybrid creatures, part human, part something else; they are always surprising in their dimensions and potentials, typically in a frightening or upsetting way. The word itself carries a satisfying physical charge. You monster! Like hurling a thunderbolt at someone.

According to the teratologist (that is, the theorist of monstrosity) Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, we can understand a culture by what it calls monstrous; the monster stands for everything a society attempts to cast out.26 Monsters dwell at borders; you might even say the border creates the monster. Everything that is acceptable over here; everything that is not over there. But these lines have never been fixed. What is monstrous and what is not, the boundaries dividing evil from good, clean from unclean, human from animal, etc., are subject to debate, an invention of Western culture, maintained since antiquity by (male) philosophers who have often labelled ‘monstrous’ bodies that differ from that of an able-bodied white male.27 Book seven of Pliny’s Natural History gives an accounting of the wondrous people to be found in different nations, and their own unique habits and talents: the Anthropophagi like to drink from human skulls; the Abarimon have backwards-facing feet; the Ophiogenes can extract the poison from a serpent’s sting with the touch of a hand. Each description takes the author and his own nation as the template for what is normal, and casts the rest as monstrous. The word monster became a way of pointing to, explaining, and containing all manner of difference and excess.
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3. Figure of a winged monster, from Ambroise Paré, Des monstres et des prodiges, 1598.

Women are an easy double for this kind of chaos. Our bodies are uncontainable: squishy, unreliable, unreasonable, mysterious, unknowable. In antiquity philosophers used them to posit oppositions between good and evil, human and animal, normal and abnormal. ‘Woman [is] a temple built over a sewer,’ said Tertullian.28 In the Theogony Hesiod described woman as a ‘beautiful evil’ (kalon kakon) invented by Zeus to punish humanity. A few centuries later, Aristotle elaborated on the relationship between monstrosity and the feminine. A monster is a mistake; a female is a deformed male, therefore a female is a born monster. ‘There are many monsters on the earth and in the sea,’ wrote his younger contemporary, the playwright Menander, ‘but the greatest is still woman.’29

Western culture has exhausted itself inventing female monsters, ‘[e]mblems of filthy materiality, committed only to their private ends’, as Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar put it in their now-classic study of women’s literature, The Madwoman in the Attic.30 Bitch-goddesses and beguilers like the Sphinx, Medusa, Circe, Kali, Delilah and Salomé, they write, are the very incarnation of a ‘male dread of women and, specifically, male scorn of female creativity’ – including, one presumes, female procreativity and all the mess that goes with it. All the way back to antiquity, women’s bodies have provoked anxiety about the transgression of boundaries – ‘hygien[ic], physical, and moral’, writes Anne Carson:


Deformation attends her. She swells, she shrinks, she leaks, she is penetrated, she suffers metamorphoses. The women of mythology regularly lose their form in monstrosity.31



In The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir argues that patriarchy identifies women with nature. And nature, she writes, ‘inspires ambivalent feelings in man, as has been seen. He exploits it, but it crushes him […] Both ally and enemy, it appears as the dark chaos from which life springs forth, as this very life, and as the beyond it reaches for: woman embodies nature as Mother, Spouse, and Idea; these figures are sometimes confounded and sometimes in opposition, and each has a double face.’32 Man dreams of transcendence, but finds himself condemned to immanence, and to the impure, ultimately doomed body. Woman ‘inspires horror in man: the horror of his own carnal contingence that he projects on her’.33

Women have reckoned with this legacy in various ways – by making themselves un-monstrous, that is, by attempting to conform in their bodies and in their work to conventional standards of beauty, or alternatively by embracing the monstrous, revelling in what the culture terms excessive, dubious, ugly, bad. Both of these choices, however, accept the initial, Aristotelian premise of the monster as Other. When we uphold this pretty/ugly binary, we condemn ourselves to remaining the second sex. This version of monstrosity is a trap.

Negative associations with the term monster come late in the OED’s list of meanings. Before it is a person of repulsively unnatural character, or exhibiting such extreme cruelty or wickedness as to appear inhuman (definition 5), and after it is a mythical creature (definition 1), the monster is something extraordinary or unnatural; an amazing event or occurrence; a prodigy, a marvel, though the editors note this usage is now obsolete. In Strong’s Greek the monster is τέρας (teras), a wonder, a marvel. Acts 2:19: ‘And I will show wonders [τέρατα, terata] in the heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky vapour.’ In Latin it comes from monstrare, to show (without forgetting that it also derives from monere, to warn). You monster: you marvel, you demonstration, you warning.

By the Christian medieval period, ‘Monsters, like angels, functioned as messengers and heralds of the extraordinary,’ writes the theorist Susan Stryker, urging transgender people to reclaim words like monster, creature, unnatural, to draw transformative and subversive energy from them. ‘They served to announce impending revelation, saying, in effect, “Pay attention; something of profound importance is happening.”’34 For St Augustine, the monstrous is a sign of God’s wondrousness, and distrust of the monstrous a sign of ignorance and intolerance.35 Might the art monster derive more from the Augustinian sense of the monster as a wonder, rather than the more punishing Aristotelian sense as something evil and deformed? Perhaps we might retain St Augustine’s open-mindedness, without the trappings of Christianity, and nominate Chris Kraus our philosopher of choice. In I Love Dick (1997) Kraus describes the monstrous as ‘the Blob’:


mindlessly swallowing and engorging, rolling down the supermarket aisle absorbing pancake mix and jello and everyone in town. Unwise and unstoppable. The horror of The Blob is a horror of the fearless. To become The Blob requires a certain force of will.36



The Krausian monstrous: instead of making ourselves small, we allow our monstrous selves to grow unignorably large. Unwise and unstoppable! If Adrienne Rich calls herself a ‘poet of the oppositional imagination’, perhaps the art monster is a poet of the absorbent imagination, the aggregative imagination; she is the thief, the collage-artist, the collector, the weaver, the Blob, whose mode of subversion is to overwhelm, in an ars poetica of excess.37 ‘I have the sense,’ writes Schneemann,


that […] our best developments grow from works which initially strike us as ‘too much’: those which are intriguing, demanding, that lead us to experiences which we feel we cannot encompass, but which simultaneously provoke and encourage our efforts. Such works have the effect of containing more than we can assimilate; they maintain attraction and stimulation for our continuing attention. We persevere with that strange joy and agitation by which we sense unpredictable rewards from our relationship to them.38



‘Aesthetics is born as a discourse of the body,’ wrote Terry Eagleton,39 and while I don’t think he was thinking of feminist art when he said it, he’s inescapably right. To be gendered female is to be caught between beauty and excess: made to choose. To be a monster is to insist on both.

/

Kathy Acker, Don Quixote, 1986:


BEING BORN INTO AND PART OF A MALE WORLD, SHE HAD NO SPEECH OF HER OWN. ALL SHE COULD DO WAS READ MALE TEXTS WHICH WEREN’T HERS.40



/

‘For me the real crux of chauvinism in art and history,’ Judy Chicago said ten years earlier, ‘is that we as women have learned to see the world through men’s eyes and learned to identify with men’s struggles, and men don’t have the vaguest notion of identifying with ours.’41 This leaves women’s art stranded in the position of forever either appropriating patriarchy’s worldview, its imagery, its methods – or rebelling against it. ‘Is that one of the injustices of “phallocentrism itself”,’ the writer Maggie Nelson asks in The Art of Cruelty, ‘that is, its suggestion that there’s nothing else imaginable under the sun – not even a form of female aggression or rage or darkness – not shaped by or tethered to the male?’42 Could it be that the monstrous is what ‘ours’ looks like when we stop making work against or around ‘theirs’?

The art monster, with her diaristic indulgence and her personal clutter, takes for granted that the experiences of female embodiment are relevant to all humankind. Something like what I imagine Kraus had in mind when she asked in I Love Dick: ‘[W]hy not universalize the “personal” and make it the subject of our art?’43 Which I take to mean not that the personal writings of one woman ought to be made to stand in for the experiences of all women – but rather that whoever we are, we might lay claim to the personal itself as not only worthy of anyone’s attention, but necessary to attend to as the foundation for an ethical way of being in the world.

Rachel Cusk asks, in an essay on the painters Celia Paul and Cecily Brown, ‘Can a woman artist – however virtuosic and talented, however disciplined – ever attain a fundamental freedom from the fact of her own womanhood?’44 Perhaps not. Perhaps the only option is to go further in. To become the artists, to paint ourselves into the picture, remake the picture entirely, found a new language, cut it all to pieces, instigate processes of entropy, decreate to create.

In her essay Cusk considers the art monster, without using the term: ‘The male artist, in our image of him, does everything we are told not to do: He is violent and selfish. He neglects or betrays his friends and family. He smokes, drinks, scandalises, indulges his lusts and in every way bites the hand that feeds him, all to be unmasked at the end as a peerless genius.’ Is there a female variant of this figure, she asks?45

But that’s just the point: that is my point in Flâneuse, that is my point here. Converting a masculine figure into a female one forever strands us on the side of the second sex, making work in reaction to or against the patriarchy. The art monster as I conjure her here is not a female version of a male figure anymore than a flâneuse was a female flâneur. I do not know how to say this more plainly. ‘[O]f any woman creator,’ Cusk writes, ‘an explanation is required of whether, or how, she dispensed with her femininity and its limitations, with her female biological destiny; of where – so to speak – she buried the body.’ 46

No need to bury the body: it is at the centre of our practice.

/

Carolee Schneemann, ‘The Obscene Body/Politic’:


WE WHO ARE ADDRESSING THE TABOOS BECOME THE TABOO. THE SUPPRESSORS ARE CONFUSED. THEY CANNOT DISTINGUISH IMAGES FROM THE IMAGE MAKERS.47



/

2022. The gains feminists made over the course of the twentieth century, which we took for granted when I came of age as a young woman in the 1990s, no longer carry the force of inevitability and permanence they once did. In the country of my birth, a politicised Supreme Court with a conservative supermajority has overturned Roe v. Wade, the 1973 ruling which protected a woman’s right to choose whether or not she uses her body to bear a child, with life-or-death consequences for the thousands of women who become pregnant in states where abortion is now banned. Violence against women, and the toxic masculinity which causes it, is at an all-time high (we only just got the pussy grabber out of office, two impeachments later), as is tribalism and nationalism and fear-mongering around immigration. Recent studies have shown social media dangerously impacts young women’s mental health, far worse than the women’s magazines that reigned when I was their age, because now it is all public, with a popularity metric built in. And we seem depressingly far from a context in which the rights of trans people are systematically protected and respected.

It has felt critical to think through these issues of monstrosity, of beauty and excess, of storytelling and form, in order to think about how to be in a female body in the early twenty-first century. We feel so alone in our contemporaneity, but we might feel less so if we could look back to a tradition of women struggling with issues like the beauty myth, bodily autonomy, reproductive rights. Their work is not over and done but ours to continue asserting and refining, as our understanding of what it is to be in a female body evolves and transforms, perhaps leading us to the ultimate demise of the gender binary and the pressures and expectations it enacts.

There was a time when you could hear art historians (male ones) refer to the 70s as a ‘lost’ decade, in which nothing really happened. This perspective largely took shape during the money-wild 1980s, when the art market dramatically expanded and a work’s value was monetary above all else. The 70s, with their interest in performance, ephemerality, conceptualism and impermanence, barely register on that scale. Yet that decade saw a proliferation of work by women artists who exploded all of culture as it had been handed down to them – compacted it up good and tight, and pulled the pin.

It was a decade in which performance art particularly thrived. To work in performance was to stick two fingers up to the art establishment: it can’t be preserved on a canvas – only on film, but that’s not the same thing. It is art that eats away at the idea of Art; art that decreates as it creates. Although the art of that time (and our histories of it) tends to centre the white, cis, and able body it was, in many ways, unprecedentedly daring, and called for a rethinking of how we represent the female body in all its forms. That conventionally attractive female body was shown to be a myth, a construction, imaginary. It was a time when you could regularly encounter women writing about and depicting, among other things, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, menstruating, masturbating, coming, shitting, ageing, menopause, and the vulva in all its glorious folds and ruffles. Is it any wonder that artists would turn to the body during the decade in which abortion was finally legalised, ten years after the birth control pill came on to the market? For the first time, women had some control over their bodies.

The feminist activists of the 1970s, as we’ll see, worked alongside, and often in concert with, radical feminist artists. Just as those struggles were mutually reinforcing then, so they continue to be today, as feminist art gives us language and imagery in which to think through the emancipations, personal and political (which, we learned from the 70s, is the same domain), of the body.

I found this book pouring out of me in the years following the election of Donald Trump to the White House, through women’s marches and #MeToo and Harvey Weinstein and Brett Kavanaugh and Black Lives Matter and Covid-19 and the January 6th insurrection and the war on women’s rights: it seemed crucial that we find a way to cure our self-repulsion, to expand – through an attention to the possibilities and forms of embodiment – our understanding of gender, to give young female or female-identifying or queer or trans or non-binary readers the sense that their bodies are powerful and that that power doesn’t have to come only from abjection; to make room for complex feelings like shame and bewilderment and not being quite sure what the body means; to affirm that feminist art is not always polemical but often provisional; that the image is a way of exploring and not arguing, that epiphanies shift and change like the body itself; that nothing, not even art, can be mummified and preserved forever and that we wouldn’t want it to be; that feminists sometimes get it dreadfully wrong or ecstatically right or both at the same time. That the best of feminism is a movement that makes room for the at the same times, for the I don’t know what I’m looking ats, for glorious ambiguity – that claims its space, and holds it, for the present, the past, and for the future.




Carry that Weight

Virginia Woolf famously declared that for women to make art, they needed £500 a year (rather more now) and rooms of their own. Her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, less famously wrote in a 1941 letter to her daughter of how ‘terribly difficult it is to paint seriously when one is responsible for other things, and hasn’t room and space to oneself’.1 It takes a monstrous gesture to claim that space. As artists we have learned we have to take up the whole house, upstairs and down, attic and basement. Alice-like we will have to spill out of all the windows and doors and out into the street, making the private public, the domestic political.

Rebecca Solnit has written about the artist Ann Hamilton, who asked her students – mostly young women – to carry around a 4 × 8 sheet of plywood with them for a week, so they could get used to taking up more space, and realise how often they apologised for themselves. Hamilton’s own success may have been partly due to the ‘sheer scale and ambition of her work from the outset’, unusual when she began her career in the late 1980s, a time when young female art students ‘made tiny, furtive things that expressed something about their condition, including the lack of room they felt free to occupy. How do you think big,’ Solnit asked, ‘when you’re supposed to not get in the way, not overstep your welcome, not overshadow or intimidate?’2

This was the problem considered by Emma Sulkowicz, who was an undergraduate at Columbia University when she was raped by a fellow student. The university proved less than eager to help punish the guy who did it. In protest, for her senior art project Sulkowicz carried her dorm mattress with her everywhere she went to raise awareness about the fact that a student who had raped her was still attending the university; if he was expelled or left of his own accord, she would put down the mattress. Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight) (2014–15) lasted the whole year.fn1 Her rapist, who was accused by two other students as well, wasn’t kicked out.

The project involved certain rules, which she painted on the wall of her studio for anyone who cared to come and read them. One of them was that she was not allowed to ask for help carrying the mattress, ‘but others are allowed to give me help if they come up and offer it’. They did, and as they did, they implicitly accepted her story. One photograph taken during the project shows someone has stuck letters made out of red tape (a reference to the bureaucratic processes that ensnare and daunt so many who try to report their assaults) on to the mattress, forming the words CARRY THAT WEIGHT, along with a little equal sign, =, like two forward slashes that fell into bed together, like we should all be equal under the law and under the covers.

As the project got underway that school year, Sulkowicz spoke to the school paper, the Daily Spectator, in a video interview. She was nervous about losing her anonymity, she said, standing out on campus, becoming that girl with the mattress.

Before too long, she wasn’t the only girl with a mattress: students on 130 campuses around the world brought out their own beds to protest campus sexual assault.

The mattress outside the bedroom, so familiar yet so strange, the intimate made public, material, visibly heavy and unwieldy: this is what drew so many people to her cause, and drove so many others crazy.

How to weaponise what looks like weakness.

/

Sulkowicz and Hamilton’s projects owe a great deal to the 70s work of the German artist Rebecca Horn. In a photograph I first encountered hanging in the Tate Liverpool, in 2016, when I was in a phase of metaphorical expansion, claiming more room for myself and my desires, a woman stands in a room filled with sunlight. It looks like a ballet studio: hardwood floors, a large mirror, no furniture. She is in the centre of the room, feet parallel; her clothes look like a dancer’s rehearsal gear. Her arms reach out to either side. At the end of each one are five long sharp sticks, like exaggerated claws.

[image: ]
4. Emma Sulkowicz in the studio space for Carry That Weight, Columbia University, New York, 2014.

The work is titled: Mit Beiden Händen Gleichzeitig die Wände Berühren (Touching the Walls with Both Hands Simultaneously, 1974–5). Horn has found a way to make herself bigger, to elongate herself from wall to wall. It’s such an open stance. As I write this, sitting in a café in Paris, I pause and stretch out my arms, feeling it in my pectoral muscles. It feels good. It feels like freedom.

These are not a ballerina’s delicate fingers poised in attitude. These open and close like a hawk’s talons. What will they grasp? I think of Loie Fuller dancing with rods attached to her arms to lengthen them, so when she moved them the fabric swirled like nothing in nature. Fuller used to collapse after her performances because they took so much out of her. Horn looks like the weight of holding up her claws could be getting to her. In other photos with them, the claws have fallen to the ground, and her back curves in exhaustion. The gesture of taking up space can be draining.

Horn uses the claw-gloves in a video performance called Berlin – Übungen in neun Stücken (Berlin – Exercises in Nine Parts), 1974–5, which she carried out during a week in November 1974, involving one or two people depending on the sequence, plus a cockatoo. Artist, sculptor and filmmaker in one, Horn walks slowly and methodically, as if she were on a tightrope, away from the camera and back towards it, scratching the walls as she goes, the sound they make amplified on the tape. She is mirrored by her reflection, which makes it look like she has four arms – denatured, dehumaned or deified, like Kali. The moment when she turns to walk in the other direction, she unfurls her claw-arms to the ceiling, as if in some strange ritual. But though they’re graceful in their movement, they put me in mind of a high-school friend who used to let her nails grow long and yellow and grainy. In the next video in the series Horn crouches in a corner, a hand over one eye, imitating a bird. The cockatoo by the window looks back at her.

The claws were built to the size of this particular room, Horn has said, so that her body could expand to fit it. All of her early work was devoted to exploring the relationship between the body and space. ‘I developed a sharpened sensibility for light and spatial energy,’ she said, ‘an innate sense of the moment when a certain action in a room should start; from these considerations I evolved a new dialogue between spaces and sculptures.’3 In the late 1960s and early 70s Horn made a succession of bodily extension pieces: Einhorn (Unicorn, 1970–72), an enormous horn to be fastened to a woman’s head, while her naked torso is bound in white fabric, and the even more alarming Kopf-Extension (Head Extension, 1972), which fitted around the wearer’s waist and reached perhaps three metres into the air; Cornucopia, Seance for Two Breasts (1970), a double ram’s horn leading from the breasts to the mouth; Überstromer (Overflowing Blood Machine, 1970), a garment in which the wearer is wrapped in tubes through which blood is slowly pumped; Arm Extensions (1968), which encased the arms in long, bright red fabric tubes, like something a child would play with in a swimming pool, while the legs were wrapped in criss-crossing fabric. Leg bindings like this recur in the Berlin Exercises, as two people are attached at the leg as if in an avant-garde three-legged race. These bindings and constraints that are also a form of freedom.

She also made an earlier version of the gloves in Touching the Walls, 1972’s Handschuhfinger (Finger Gloves), photographing herself wearing them as she bends over and touches her claws to the ground, where they splay delicately, like spider legs. There is something tender about their touch. They were so lightweight, Horn said in 1979, that they could be used effortlessly and gave her a heightened sense of contact: ‘The lever-action of the extended fingers intensifies my hand’s tactile sensation. I can feel myself touching things, see how I grasp and control any chosen distance between myself and the objects.’4 Distance, and communication between beings, and bodies and spaces, would become some of Horn’s major preoccupations. How can we push further, connect with more intention, reach ever outward? These are questions that haunt her – that haunt me, as I write this book.5

To become artists, to be taken seriously, we have had to improvise with our materials. Go big to claim space. Cut and splice, repurpose, take matter and put it out of place. Unsettle those categories. Bare those teeth, unfurl those wings.

With so much at stake; when so much depends on keeping them sheathed and furled.

/

I’m reading, at the moment, a book recently published in France by the philosopher Paul B. Preciado, called Je suis un monstre qui vous parle (I am a monster who is speaking to you). It is the text of a 2019 talk which Preciado, a trans man, gave to a meeting of French psychoanalysts to confront them with the failure of their profession to think through the challenges to their field posed by the trans body. Well, he started to give it, but he was heckled so insistently that he had to break it off.

The other day, out for a walk by the Canal St Martin, I heard him on a podcast with the feminist journalist Lauren Bastide, talking about the importance, for marginalised people, of speaking in the first person. Those who are in power, he says, don’t need the I; they speak from a position of universality. What they have to say is already ‘objective’. But for the dominated, the marginal, the monstrous, there is no choice but to speak in the first person. When he writes in the I, the je, it is the I of the ‘political genealogy of those who, like me, have tried to live – especially over the course of the twentieth century – outside the gender binary, and whom medicine has considered to be monstrous, grotesque, mentally ill’.6

‘It’s the only possible political writing,’ says Bastide.

‘Exactly! Exactly,’ says Preciado.

Somewhere down the centuries, I hear in Preciado’s title an echo of Rimbaud’s famous formulation Je est un autre, I is another, and this becomes, in my mind, Je est un monstre qui vous parle, I is a monster who is talking to you.

If I is always a monster, so be it.

/

The first person is arguably the only voice with any political urgency, but one that has often been denied women and other marginalised people unless it confirms what they – they, the patriarchy, the tastemakers, the ones who decide things – expect to hear from us. And then it’s rejected or minimised for being small, anecdotal, irrelevant to the Big Concerns like politics, war, business, sport. Particular instead of universal. We get accused of being narcissistic, inappropriate. We say too much; we overshare. (The persistence of feelings!)

Anything women say about their lives is suspect, especially if there’s a white man nearby with a different account of things. At the 1612 trial of the man who raped her, Artemisia Gentileschi was tortured to be sure she was telling the truth. Her fingers were placed in a sibille, a torture device made of metal and cord. È vero, è vero, è vero, she repeated as the sibille tightened around her fingers, risking breaking them, jeopardising her ability to go on painting. As Christine Blasey Ford testified calmly before the Senate in 2018, describing what the Republicans’ Supreme Court nominee had done to her in high school, I thought about Gentileschi, and the spectacle of female storytelling. For our stories to be believed – and not just believed, but no longer irritating, or sentimental – we have to remain coherent, give absolutely no hint of being ‘hysterical’, strike precisely the right note, neither insensitive nor sentimental, neither sharp nor flat. And yet there Blasey Ford was, being derided and disrespected because she threatened the rise and reputation of an entitled white man – who when it was his turn to testify, was incoherent and emotional and anything but ‘professional’.

It would appear, at least since #MeToo, but also judging from the recent boom in personal narratives from women writers, that some room has opened up in the culture for our stories.7 It is liberating to be able to take your personal experiences seriously when everything in the world has conspired to make you think they are small, petty, domestic; even more empowering for other people to validate them as worthwhile reading material. But – how much room, exactly? Watching Christine Blasey Ford that day, I kept thinking: this thing where we get to tell our stories is a con, another impossible hurdle we’ll never be able to clear, another occasion for a woman to be made to perform her own virtue. I remembered watching Anita Hill’s testimony at Clarence Thomas’s Supreme Court confirmation hearings in 1991, how the Senate Judiciary Committee and the pundits in the media questioned her credibility and undermined everything she said. If any woman had a chance at being believed it’s an educated upper middle-class white one like Blasey Ford, and yet there he sits, Justice Kavanaugh, on the highest court in the land. What chance is there for anyone else to be believed if she wasn’t? Or, worse, if she was – and it didn’t matter?

And with all this imperative to tell in order to see ‘justice’ done, what about stories that could not be told – the art historian Nancy Princenthal’s ‘unspeakable acts’ – whether because the trauma could not be held in conventional language, or because the traumatised simply could not speak of it, or because rape as a crime was still a foggy legal concept and difficult to prosecute?fn2 It falls to artists, Princenthal writes, to ‘give shape to experiences we don’t quite know how to picture or name’.8 The artist’s job, according to Toni Morrison, is ‘to rip that veil drawn over “proceedings too terrible to relate”’ – a vital exercise ‘for any person who is black, or who belongs to any marginalised category, for, historically, we were seldom invited to participate in the discourse even when we were its topic’.9 You might even call it an ethical responsibility: to tell the ‘truth of our experiences as bodies’, as Woolf put it.

But we will need to invent our own forms for the telling.

/

At least since the consciousness-raising meetings of the 1970s, conventional feminist wisdom has held that storytelling is empowering. Gathering together and talking about their lives was a practice by which women became aware of the political and economic inequities they experienced; they talked about what they thought, how they felt, and began to organise and militate for changes in the law and in everyday life. It was in sharing their experiences that women could begin to see their oppression as structural, and the necessary remedies as collective. Inspired by the civil rights movement, the second-wave feminist artists saw themselves as activists in the street and in the studio, in their homes and out in the world. The personal is political, they chanted.

It was the feminist artists of that period who would come closest to Woolf’s proposition: to finding ways to articulate their experiences as bodies, of breaking the sentence and the sequence. For them, this would be less a question of storytelling as we traditionally think of it, and more of letting the body speak through art.

In the wake of the dry, cerebral forms of modernism and minimalism, artists of all genders began to bring the body back into the work, turning from austerity to flesh.

At first, performance art and body art were a macho domain. ‘By the mid-1960s,’ notes Schneemann, ‘performance played a major role in the New York art world, yet women were a conspicuous minority on the scene.’10 It was not just a question of ‘shyness that kept many women from making their own body art from 1967 to 1971’, writes the feminist art critic Lucy Lippard, a time ‘when Bruce Nauman was “Thighing”, Vito Acconci was masturbating, Dennis Oppenheim was sunbathing and burning, and Barry Le Va was slamming into walls’.11 Body art seemed like just another area under the boys’ control.

But artists like Yoko Ono and Joan Jonas, Carolee Schneemann and Adrian Piper, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Meredith Monk and Hannah Wilke would reclaim it for women. ‘A lot of women went into performance,’ the artist Suzanne Lacy recalls. ‘At the time it was harder for a woman to break into almost any field of the arts. It wasn’t to become a performance artist. And that, I think, had to do with the wide-open experimental nature, and the fact that bodies had a certain prioritization.’12 It was a way to talk about personal history but also about the history of women; they called on (admittedly bland, white-washed) archetypes of the Great Goddess and on the memory of women burned at the stake; they enacted ‘sacred rituals’; they invented characters for themselves to play; they talked about trauma, assault and rape as a political as well as a personal problem; and they scrambled the boundaries of art, theatre, dance, poetry and film. These interventions ‘totally transformed the substance and direction’ of the medium of performance art.13

‘You have to remember that in 1970 you could not find stories of women who were raped,’ Lacy would later write. That year, she and Judy Chicago (along with Sandra Orgel and Aviva Rahmani) decided to stage a
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