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| Beyond Femininity |
Embodiment & the Female Experience
By Mirabelle Field and Tamar Torrance
Hope Nobilo, Mother of Me, watercolour and gouache on paper, recycled frame, 2021

Women are somehow more biological, more corporeal, and more natural
than men - Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 1994

When we first began planning this exhibition, we came up with two curatorial
themes based on our interests and what we felt was currently under-examined
recent exhibitions in Aotearoa. The themes were: figurative art created by
female artists, and contemporary art that explored elements of surrealism to
engender a sensory reaction in the viewer. In discussing collaborative visions
for the show, we eventually decided upon an amalgamation of our two initial
ideas. Beyond Femininity presents works created by contemporary femaleidentifying artists that explore the diverse and unique experience of being a
woman. In this, we chose artists whose practice moved away from the
idealised and otherwise reductive representations of femininity as it appears
across traditional art history, in order to foreground and express more faithful
depictions of female experience. Consequently, themes of embodiment,
sexuality, intimacy, and identity feature prominently. This exhibition can be
seen to examine the female experience through a phenomenological lens,
emphasizing sensations of embodiment and the immanent sensory experience
of existing with (or indeed, as) a human body.
While the mind-body hierarchy has been present throughout the history of
Western philosophy, in the wake of René Descartes’ tautology ‘cogito, ergo
sum; I think, therefore I am’, this dualism came to dominate conceptions of
the mind and body for centuries. Within this framework, the body was
understood as belonging to the inferior realm of corporeality, while the mind tasked with making sense of the world through rational thought transcended. Where the body was seen as pandering to baser impulses - an
instrument to be directed and controlled - the mind was assigned the role of
active navigator, the instigator and indeed arbiter of self-awareness and
experience.

With the understanding that these binaries correspond with one another, it
becomes apparent that women occupy the right-hand side of this opposition
pertaining the baser realm of corporeality. As a consequence, women have been
seen as enmeshed in their bodily existence - and as such, it should be noted,
sequestered from the realm of rationality (reserved for the higher-order intellect of
mankind). Within these dualistic parameters, the female body becomes
synonymous with the immanent and material, an object without agency, passively
existing to be acted on, by - presumably - the male subject.
And we see this across history – across culture, institutions, social structures, and
across disciplines: literature, performing arts, philosophy, theology, and of course,
the visual arts. Indeed, the trope of the female body as the object – all flesh and no
substance – on display for the viewing subject, proliferates the canon of Western
art. Simply look to the genre of the reclining nude or the adored pudica pose,
dating at early as the 4th century BC with the Aphrodite of Knidos sculpture.
Supine and alluring, the fleshy female body has occupied a plethora of lavish
settings, disposed and surrounded by other earthly delights. When her gaze is not
directed outward in invitation, it is averted, allowing the viewer – here turned
voyeur – to explore her figure unobstructed and unobjected. The taste for women
rendered passive and readily available to the male gaze is palpable. And on the
occasion when women are not being sexualized and objectified in Western art
history, it is when they have risen to the transcendental status of the divine, as we
see in the manifold iterations of the Assumption of the Virgin narrative.

Although not only is this dualism a fallacy in and of itself, but problematically,
it has come to parallel and map onto similarly unproductive binaries. For
example, the Mind | Body divide has been understood as mirroring the
division between:

Male | Female
Ideal | Material
Subject | Object

Masculinity | Femininity
Transcendence | Immanence
Rationality | Emotionality
Paul Gauguin, Spirit of the Dead Watching, oil on burlap, 1892

Man Ray, Untitled (Reclining Nude), solarized gelatin silver print, 1931

Praxiteles, Aphrodite of Knidos, marble,
4th century

Titian, Assumption of the Virgin, oil on panel,
1515-1518

Not only does this visual language speak to traditions of representing the female
body in terms of masculine idealization, but it also reveals the hierarchy of
representation as it was cast by the dominant class, within which heterosexual,
white, gender essentialist preferences became the ‘norm’, the default. It was
only recently – give or take the last hundred years or so – that this trope began
to meet any significant opposition. Indeed, in the 1950-70s, contemporary
artists were still failing to avoid the objectification of women. In Man Ray’s Le
Violon d'Ingres, the female subject becomes a literal object, painted so as to
imitate the waist of a violin. That the woman has been reduced quite literally to
an instrument for the male artist’s ingenuity – his muse – is not a standalone
occurrence. Take Yves Klein painting his female models who he called his
“living paintbrushes” to create his celebrated Anthropometry of the Blue Period
(ANT 82) (1960).
Man Ray, Le Violon d'Ingres, gelatin silver print,
1924

Yves Klein, Anthropometry of the Blue Period,
1960

When depictions of womanhood have acknowledged the realities of the
physical female body, these realities have been considered transgressive,
gross, inappropriate. As such, the idealised female body has dominated
conceptions and depictions of women and femininity; while the actual lived
experience of women has been disregarded as less appealing, less acceptable
(and certainly less inviting). For centuries, this tradition taught women that
the appetites of male observers were to be adhered and conformed to at the
expense of their own experience; ensuring that the phenomenological reality
of being a woman, the actual lived experience, remained censored.
In order to challenge this, women were tasked with deconstructing the
relationship between these traditions of thought and female subjectivity,
identity, and lived experience. One of the most important ways in which this
cultural ideology has been confronted in recent years was through the creation
of diverse representations of womanhood in the visual arts.

In this way, the body became a vehicle of expression and creation, as seen
in performance works of Carolee Schneeman, Ana Mendieta, Marina
Abramović, and Yoko Ono (to name a mere few), or it could be placed at
the forefront of artistic depictions in an uncensored, unidealized and
unapologetic manner, exemplified by the self-portraits of Jenny Saville,
Renee Cox, and Tracey Emin. In the portraiture of Marlene Dumas, notions
of female intimacy, sexuality, deformity, race, are thrown into the air and
redefined entirely. Alternatively, in the photographic images of Zanele
Muholi, the female body is captured in moments of seclusion; intimate,
tender depictions which speak to the collective lived experiences of their
subjects while at the same time conserve their privacy.

Attempts have been made to shatter these idealistic illusions throughout the
history of feminist thought, but perhaps the most notable attacks occurred
during the late 1900’s, as Second Wave Feminism began to rock the proverbial
boat. Women artists challenged dualistic assumptions by confronting their
own corporeality and placing the female body back into artistic creation on
their own terms.

Carolee Schneemann, Up to and Including Her Limits, performance, 1973-76
Zanele Muholi, Flesh II, gelatin silver print on paper, 2005

While enmeshing women in their bodily existence had proved historically
problematic – as it certainly paralleled and perpetuated female
objectification – it became apparent that it is not women’s close associations
to their bodies that are problematic, but rather the dualistic modes of
thought which have habitually constrained understandings of the female
body. Rather than spurning our bodies then, we simply needed (and
continue to need) representation within which the female body is
appropriately portrayed, representation that speaks to the phenomenological
reality of being a woman, wherein we are not reduced to the status of passive
object, but rather the active perceiving and experiencing subject. Here, the
body becomes inseparable from sense of self and agency, revealing that there
is no one standardized female experience – just as there is no one
standardized female body.
Of course, representation of the female body by those that exist within (or
rather, as) it is vital to the continuing elevation of women’s autonomy; and
art has played a crucial role in communicating this, oftentimes entering into
the realm of activism to penetrate cultural, social, and political discourses.
It is the legacy of these female artists and thinkers who challenged traditions
of female representation that has enabled us to create Beyond Femininity.
This exhibition speaks to and becomes a part of this feminist lineage through
its diverse representation of female embodiment and self-expression. Today
we are able to commemorate the female body through this lens in a
multitude of ways, without this representation being defined by dualisms or
confined to challenging the traditional male gaze.

Jenny Saville, Plan, oil on canvas, 1993

A discussion on female representation would, of course, not be complete
without a nod to Louise Bourgeois, whose remarkably diverse practice has been
exploring themes of domesticity, sexuality, the uncanny and unconscious
through the female body for decades. Provoking and unnervingly personal,
these artists exist within a lineage of women – far too many to cover here - who
have been breaking away from, and forcefully subverting reductive traditions of
female representations. At last the complex physical realities of the female
experience were being brought into female representation, ensuring that the
diverse nature of womanhood came to be expressed and emphasized.

Beyond Femininity presents a continuation of this discourse in the context of
contemporary Aotearoa. Here, we have collated a wide range of female
artists whose work challenges, expresses, and embodies the reality of the
female experience. Visceral multitudes of female experience are represented
throughout this exhibition and can be seen clearly in the diverse mediums,
compositions, and techniques on display. Today, we embrace and celebrate
representations of the female body, the female experience, through the
female lens, and celebrate the work of all women, past, present, and future,
who have challenged established hierarchies and made room for new forms
of female expression.

