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male artists in the community. Wherever my husband and I might exhibit, of the two of
us, he was the one who attracted more attention for his work. Both of us exhibited a
strong aptitude for realistic illustration techniques and even have a similar style and use
of color, but he was self —taught. He always received a great deal more attention and also
received more commissions. As he gained in confidence, I felt myself wondering what
my work might be lacking, and I grew less confident. I began to notice that I started to
paint less, and have less interest in exhibiting. I had worked with other women art
students and many felt the same way, after just a few attempts at art competitions. Over
the approximately six years that I exhibited in local competitions, approximately two per
year, there were about four first prize ribbons awarded to local women artists, with about
eight going to men. The women subjects in my study have often mentioned their lack of
self-confidence as artists in the community, and this will be discussed further in the
findings chapter.

I felt strongly that if I continued to expand my art training, I could break the
barrier that continues to exist and become a serious professional artist/illustrator, so I
continued my studies and eventually came to CSUMB. I resisted this non-traditional
program at first, but gradually came to feel more and more validated as an artist by what I
was learning in the non-traditional courses.

I believe this exposure to a wider variety of artists, those of color and those who
simply do not fit in to the traditional discourse on art, helped me to see that my work had

a place in the art world.



Traditional Art History Theory

In traditional art curricula, all art students, male or female, of any ethnicity, socio-
economic class, or physical ability, learn that a select few European and American white males
are the fathers of art, as we currently know it. Within this tradition, all genius and development
of artistic greatness are generally attributed to men.

For women involved in the study of art, and with aspirations to become visual artists in
traditional painting or sculpture, this tradition can set the tone for what they may be able to
expect in the art world. Women artists, even in today’s world, are less likely to become great
artists than men. Their work may very likely be automatically relegated to a decidedly female
artistic genre, such as home or craft arts, and they will be far less likely to be attributed to the
development of artistic styles as their male counterparts.

Creating art history curricula, such as that one might find at non-traditional schools
such as CSU Monterey Bay, that include the perspective of women artists throughout history,
and also include the perspective of women who have faced gender, cultural, socio-economic
and physical barriers in order to create and promote their art, would serve to bring a new and
important perspective to the art student. Male and female students of all backgrounds could
have the unique opportunity to see art history through a different lens, and to perhaps formulate
different ideas about what counts as art and formulate new outlooks on their ability to compete
in the art world as an art maker.

Students of art and art history, through the traditional art history theory coursework
found in most higher educational settings, subconsciously accept the limitations placed on

them by their gender, and acquire this subconscious beliet through the traditional training that



allows the absence of women and the presence of the male “master” to define their roles as
artists throughout history.

The study of art history in our educational institutions has traditionally looked at
the history of the arts through the lens of the white male artist or “master” beginning as
far back as ancient history. This sets the stage from the earliest possible moment for the
assumption that men are the creators and women, as subject matter due to their role as the
nurturers in their societies, are absent from the creative process.

The absence of women as artists in the traditional study of art history suggests that
women lacked the genius necessary to become a master. Women’s presence as a subservient
image in art also suggests that they serve simply as subject matter and not as creators. Perhaps
women artists don’t believe in their ability to contribute art to the archive of work we consider
important or defining. Perhaps female students, particularly in the first year of their college
careers, lack confidence in their own abilities as students when confronted with the notion,
through traditional courses, that women have not played a role in the contributions we consider
important in art, history and society.

Traditional courses continue to socialize our young adult students to accept the absence
of women and perpetuate the notion that only dominant culture men have the intellectual
capacity to create and contribute. Women artists don’t believe in their ability to contribute art
to the archive of work we consider important or defining.

Arts curricula which offer the feminist perspective could introduce students to
primarily lesser-known women artists as a way to help them be aware of cultural, ethnic,
socio-economic, and gender issues as they influence women artists, and the gender

inequities that have prevented women from being in the forefront of the art world.



Women artists on the whole have experienced this inequity in the art world but
the traditional study of women artists almost always excludes the work of women of
different ethnic backgrounds, women in lower economic classes, and women with
physical limitations. When we do look at women artists throughout history, we look
primarily at white Euro-American women’s work, usually from the aristocratic class, and
how it fits into the various classic schools of art, and whether the women studied under
the various masters who created the different genres.

Historically, women artists have been working, but, because they don’t fit
our notion of the artistic genius as set forth in traditional coursework, they are not
generally considered important to study. Issues of representation have been present for all
women artists, those of various ethnic backgrounds, those who struggled economically in
our society, and those who faced physical challenges. Dominant culture ideology
suggests that there is only one perspective on art history. Significant and important works
are those that reflect the white male dominant experience throughout history. The study
of art history begins with Upper Paleolithic carvings and cave paintings by what is
generally considered the first race of Caucasian people, the Cro-Magnon. This ideology
has us following the emergence of art as it applies to the various Caucasian cultures from
that point forward, and generally attributed to men of early cultures. Historical
perspectives on the development of art as a means of human expression must include all

humans.



Non-Traditional Art History Theory

Institutions like CSU Monterey Bay can be considered non-traditional because the
emphasis in the curriculum here is centered on the inclusion of diverse perspectives
across disciplines. Unlike traditional institutions, which often continue to teach dominant
culture perspectives in art and other disciplines, CSUMB faculty strive to bring the
alternative stories forward in their coursework. The very vision of the institution is to
serve the diverse population of the state. CSUMB places a strong emphasis on not only
the perspectives of a multiculturally diverse population, but also on the social justice
issues and issues of equality that impact the community of students.

Though CSUMB has at its core a multiculturally sensitive curriculum, it has for the
first time this spring, offered a feminist perspective art history class. As a woman artist
myself, and a future teacher with a strong interest in encouraging women to pursue their
educations and interests in art, I believe the course may have greater personal meaning to
students. Many women will be better served by such courses at institutions like CSUMB
as they enter into territory traditionally held by men. My own experience at CSUMB as
an art major in Visual and Public Art has created greater meaning for me in my
professional life. Because I was exposed to new ideas about the ability of women to
contribute important work to the world of art, I gained a greater sense of confidence
about my own ability to do so. I know now that my work has value and there is a place in
the art world for the work I do. I understand now that it is not impossible for me to get
there. I know there is a lot of competition and the fight to be taken seriously as a woman
will have to be undertaken from time to time, but that this fight is worthwhile and can

only make the road smoother for those who will follow. I also know now how important



it is for women to learn about women artists throughout history as a way of helping them
to validate their own experiences as artists. I will strive to include women’s important
contributions in my own curriculum and validate my own artistic creativity, as a result of
meaningful instruction in art history. As I examine women’s roles in traditional art
history, I find that including the perspective of women artists gains more ground through
a gender-involved epistemology, which, for me, springs from feminist theory as it
involves equal representation of women in art history. Teaching art history through
examples of women’s art gives credence to the work that has been done and provides a
clear identity to artists who happen to be women both in contemporary and ancient
history.
Conclusion
This study seeks to answer the following questions:
e How is the feminist perspective presented in the art history curriculum at
CSUMB?
¢ Does the inclusion of women’s contributions to the collective archive of
important work have personal meaning for women students at CSUMB?
e Do women students at CSUMB draw a personal connection between
themselves and the artists studied?
e If so, does this connection create personal validation of a student’s own
contributions to art?
The answers to these questions are important because they will shed light on how
women students gain an understanding of women'’s contributions to the art world and

how those contributions change art history. They will also help us to understand if the



feminist perspective presented in the course creates a sense of confidence for women
artists as they begin to enter the art world. When we see how the feminist perspective is
presented, we will learn who the many working women artists are, both historical and
contemporary, and we will see whether this gives women art students a sense of
validation about their own work. Women can and should enter the competitive art world
with a sense of pride and confidence, and they should not fear it because of their gender.
For too long they have not been able to compete in this world at the same level as white
male artists, so it is of vital importance that they will be able to do so. The answers to
these questions will give us a sense of how this shift may occur at the student level and
give us an awareness of how women will leave the university setting with the confidence
and skills needed to compete.

This descriptive case study is one in which I participated and observed a new
feminist perspective art history course offered at CSUMB. This study describes in depth
the value feminist pedagogy has at this institution and its meaning for our students. I
observed in the classroom setting to learn how the material was presented and how the
students responded to the material. I interviewed the instructor, and distributed
questionnaires among the students in the class, as well as conducted individual student
interviews. I think it is interesting to examine the value and meaning this has for female
students as they, too, become sure of their abilities and enter the world alongside men
with a sense of confidence about their contributions.

This will prompt a social action component in which I will present my findings to
the Visual and Public Art Institute faculty as a way for them to gauge the meaning and

value of this new course. This is scheduled to occur in late August at the Institute for



Visual and Public Arts. The faculty will be present to hear me present my findings of the
study. As they consider what to eliminate and add to the course, they will have the benefit
of my research results, which will indicate what components were considered relevant by
the students and which components might need further development. The student
interviews will shed light for the faculty on the more personal aspects of the course, such
as how women feel when they consider their own artwork and how they may have come
to feel confident about their abilities. I expect this will be of great importance to the VPA

faculty with regard to the development of a meaningful and gender equitable course.



Chapter Two-Literature Review

Introduction

A survey course of American woman artists could introduce students to primarily
lesser-known women artists as a way to help them be aware of cultural, ethnic, socio-
economic, and gender issues as they influence women artists, and the gender inequities
that have prevented women from being in the forefront of the art world. The study of
women artists almost always excludes the work of women of different ethnic
backgrounds, women in lower economic classes, and women with physical limitations.
When we do look at women artists throughout history, we look primarily at white Euro-
American women’s work, usually from the aristocratic class, and how it fits into the
various classic schools of art, and whether the women studied under the various masters
who created the different genres. The literature in this chapter includes the writings of
feminist theorists, feminist art historians and scholars, traditional art historians, and
educators who have revised traditional art history curricula to reflect a feminist

perspective in the college classroom.

Historical context

From an historical context, the study of art history in our educational institutions
has traditionally looked at the history of the arts through the lens of the white male artist
or “master” beginning as far back as ancient history. Even cave paintings, often the
examples of the beginnings of the human exploration of art, are attributed to Neanderthal
or Cro-Magnon man. Constable (1973) attributes the beginnings of painting and design

with the use of colored pigments, such as ochre, specifically to Neanderthal men who
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may have been painting their faces and bodies for luck in a hunt and it is generally
acceptable to identify men as the hunters and women as the gatherers in early society.
Some art history texts attribute early sculptures to early man. Though some sculptures
from early civilizations are representative of women, they are often thought of as possible
fertility symbols or icons created by men. This sets the stage from the earliest possible
moment for the assumption that men are the creators and women, as subject matter due to
their role as the nurturers in their societies, are absent from the creative process.

Important works of art, studied in most art history classes, include the works of
almost exclusively white male European artists. The period and school of the time
identify these works. An example of a typical collection of such works is discussed by
Laclotte, Lacambre, Distel, and Freches-Thory (1986), as they discuss the Musee
d’Orsay’s collection of work. The works are representative of the art of the late 19th and
early 20th century and therefore this collection is a great example of what we think of
when we think of who our foremost artists were. The exhibited works cover schools of art
such as eclecticism, realism, impressionism, post-impressionism, naturalism and
symbolism. The collection exhibits what traditional art history theory considers the most
important artists of each school. Daumier, Delacroix, Cabanel, Degas, Rousseau, Tissot,
Manet, Renoir, Monet, Pissarro, Cezanne, Van Gogh, Seurat, Lautrec, Gauguin,
Liebermann, Homer, Sargent, Matisse, Klimt, and Munch are among the hundreds of
artists representative of the important schools of art. They are all white European and
American men.

The collection exhibits only a handful of women artists, among them Mary

Cassatt and Berthe Morisot. Interestingly, according to Nochlin (1999), Cassatt's work is
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a study of women's social and domestic life. She portrayed women involved in very
domestic roles and involved in very exclusively feminine chores; bathing babies, taking
tea, sewing, attending social functions, but this is an honest representation of Mary
Cassatt's contemporaries during her time. However, at the time, Cassatt was creating
important work that was acceptable for a woman artist. She belonged to a well-to do
family, and her subject matter reflected the accepted notion, as created by the white male
powers, of the genteel delicacy of women. Cassatt was not controversial. Nochlin,
(1999), explores through her essays the representation and depiction of women in works
of art. Like Broude and Garrard (1982), Nochlin’s essays discuss the images of women.
Nochlin reveals the nuances not always obvious in works of art. Many works portray
family life and body language suggests how a woman may have felt about her domination
by her husband. Nochlin explains the image of the woman as the subject, and the
subjugated. The images make it clear who has the power in society. The representations
repeat these themes over and over again. Nochlin examines her subject from the structure
of feminist theory with a gender-involved epistemology.

Students of art history rarely see the work of controversial women artists and
almost never that of women of different ethnic backgrounds, women from poor
backgrounds, or women with disabilities. What follows are some examples of women
artists who have created great works and who have also created art movements, who are
not studied in the mainstream art history classroom.

According to The Guerrilla Girls (1998), an anonymous group of artists and
activists, Artemisia Gentileschi was a teenage artistic prodigy working in her father’s

studio in the 1500’s. At age seventeen she had already completed many paintings,
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including a very well known one called Susanna and the Elders. She suffered a rape by
one of her father’s colleagues. The rapist promised to marry her to preserve her
reputation, but Artimisia did not marry him and managed to lead a very independent life
for a woman in her time. She set up her own Atelier, learned to read and was the first
woman to be admitted to the Accademia Del Disegno, and she produced many paintings
that rival the quality of any man’s work from the same period. Artimisia, like the few
women painters of her time and even much later, was able to paint because of an
association she had with a man in the art community, in this case her father, but she was
an oddity and still not taken seriously in the art world.

The Guerilla Girls, (1998), bring forward the stories of other women artists from
ancient to modern times. They suggest that we rethink why it is we look at certain artists
work as the hallmark of a particular style or genre and include all art, period. The
examples of art by a diverse group of women in this book include Native American,
African-American, Mexican, and Mexican-American, Lesbian, Jewish and white. Their
emancipatory tone demands that we recognize the fine examples of work by fascinating
women artists in western art.

According to Sonnenstrahl, (2002), contemporary deaf women artists have
formed collectives and have created new genres of artistic style and elements that are
unique to their experience. Sonnenstrahl (2002) examines deaf issues that have impacted
the work of particular artists as well as how artists were impacted by the art world itself.
Deaf artist have formed art movements in recent years, one of them called De’ VIA,
meaning deaf view / image art. It is particularly interesting to note that many works by

various De’VIA artists reflect the artists’ feelings of oppression by the banning of sign
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language in schools. De’ VIA is a group of deaf cultural artists, as opposed to deaf artists,
who don’t necessarily use art as a way to express the deaf experience in America. Many
artworks by De’VIA artists portray images of being silenced, such as a work by 20"
century American deaf artist Betty G. Miller, of wrists bound in chains, and fingers
chopped off, depicting that Ameslan or sign language is prohibited in many schools for
the deaf. Women from every background experience marginalization in the world of the
arts. Whether it is their ethnic background, economic status, or physical limitations,
women working as artists find themselves placed below men in significance. Working
from an emancipatory epistemology, Sonnenstrahl (2002) confronts the notion that deaf
women artists, much like women artists of color, have no place in the study of art history,
along with all women artists.

Sonnenstrahl (2002) presents a comprehensive history of deaf artists in America
with the biographies of more than sixty accomplished deaf American artists. One of the
many marginalized groups on the American cultural map, deaf people have been
oppressed, forced to use language that is not natural to them, institutionalized against
their will, misdiagnosed as retarded or insane, denied their basic rights, and patronized in
the educational setting. Sonnenstrahl also examines the work of deaf artist Mary
Thornley, one of many Deaf artists who create moving visual pictures of the deaf
experience from the oppressive colonial days to the freedom of the seventies, and to the
acceptance of the nineties. Contemporary deaf women artists have formed collectives and
have created new genres of artistic style and elements that are unique to their experience.
Sonnenstrahl (2002) examines deaf issues that have impacted the work of particular

women artists as well as how the artists were impacted by the art world itself.
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The Guerrilla Girls (1998) contend that art historians and art critics have largely
ignored the work of white women artists and the work of virtually all artists of color, both
female and male, because the work did not meet their criteria for quality. These criteria
place a low value on any work that does not express the white male experience. One
example of this is Edmonia Lewis. This African American and Chippewa woman was
born in New York in 1845. Because she was Chippewa, she was sent to live with them
after she was orphaned at age nine. This probably contributed to a more unusual
upbringing than the typical young African-American child of slaves may have had during
the 1850s, and she did have the opportunity to go to Oberlin College in Ohio. She also
had the good fortune to be among people who were dedicated abolitionists. She was
greatly talented and began to sculpt. She was treated poorly in America; accused of
various crimes and it wasn’t until she left the US for Rome, that her work became
popular. She had to leave the US in order to make artwork about slavery in this country.
She was a marble sculptor and her statues in the neoclassical style that she learned in
Rome were celebrated until the style fell out of favor. Ironically, her popularity in Europe
stemmed from the fact that as a black woman from America, with a great deal of artistic

talent, she was a curiosity, not a serious artist.

Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework for this thesis is based on feminist theory and the
notion that women and men are equal in their ability to create and contribute to the world

of art and history. Feminist scholars have laid the groundwork for our understanding of
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feminism. According to Lerner (1993), feminist theory leads to the development of what
she calls a feminist consciousness. Lerner (1993) stated:

I define feminist consciousness as the awareness of women that they belong to a
subordinate group; that they have suffered wrongs as a group; that their condition of
subordination is not natural, but is societally determined; that they must join with other
women to remedy these wrongs; and finally, that they must and can provide an
alternative vision of societal organization in which women as well as men will enjoy
autonomy and self-determination. (p. 14)

According to Freedman (2002), the movement for equal rights for women began
in Europe in 1848, with large groups of feminists gathering in the United States that same
year. The political climate across the Western world included revolutionary feminists
demanding property rights, the right to vote, rights to education for women and more.
Feminists in the United States were also calling for an end to slavery. This was feminism
in its earlier form and feminists continued over time to add to the list of demands other
kinds of gender equalities such as the representation of women’s contributions to history
and the arts across disciplines in the educational setting.

According to Kaufman and Scott (1993), the emergence of radical feminist theory
and its attempt to establish a collective identity of women emerged in the sixties, during a
time when oppressed people were demanding an end to powerlessness. The civil rights
movement helped to initiate the women’s movement. African-Americans and women
were demanding equality, power and identity. One of the main aspects of feminist theory
that will apply to my work is the creation of identity for women as singular beings, free
from an historical oppression under the rule of men. As feminist historians began to fill

universities, other areas of academic study came under feminist scrutiny. Philosophy, the
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arts, world and American history in the traditional ideology were questioned. Broude and
Gerrard (1994), contend that the women's movement of the 70s gave rise to the Feminist
Art Movement, which would serve as a new way to look at art history. Broude and
Gerrard (1994) write:

...art made by feminist women represented a radical new beginning, a Part Two in the
history of Western culture to complement the largely masculine history that would now
become Part One. The goal of feminism, said early spokeswomen, was to change the
nature of art itself, to transform culture in sweeping and permanent ways by introducing

into it the heretofore-suppressed perspective of women. (p. 10)

Broude and Gerrard (1994) go on to discuss that in fact, there is really no
universal women's perspective, and that rather art made by women may very well not
have a feminist theory background. Broude and Gerrard (1994) feel though, that feminist
art, within the context of art history has had a significant effect on postmodernism, as we
know it in America. Broude and Gerrard (1994) £0 on to state:

We owe to the feminist breakthrough some of the most basic tenets of postmodernism:
the understanding that gender is socially and not naturally constructed; the widespread
validation of non- 'high art' forms such as craft, video, and performance art; the

questioning of the cult of 'genius' and 'greatness' in Western art history... (p. 10)

The absence of women as the artistic creator

Some traditional art historians, such as Kempers (1987) write about various historical
periods and the emergence of various methods of painting with never a mention of a woman
artist, nor any mention of the societal implication of the lack thereof. According to Kempers

(1987), the history and theory of art, as we understand it today had its beginnings in
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Renaissance Italy. Specifically, the sixteenth century saw the collective effort to formulate a
formal theory of art based heavily on the writings of Giorgio Vasari, a sixteenth century painter
and architect. His work served as the model for other written collections of artists’ lives by
other painters and art patrons, who, as patrons, set the tone for determining whose work was
important and valuable. It is interesting to note that all reproductions of paintings in this text
are by European males and no mention is made of the few woman artists of the time.

Lloyd, (1985), discusses works the author considers to be important milestones in the
various artistic movements and schools of artistic thought from the ancient world to the 1900’s.
The text is written in language that suggests that the genius that created these works was
decidedly male. Lloyd (1985) writes, “it is for his creative ability in so manipulating them
[line, color, shape and mass] that an artist receives credit. The illustrations in this book do
indeed attest the various levels of artistic creativity achieved by Western man...” (p.8). It is of
interest to note that of the more than seventeen hundred entries of examples considered artistic
milestones, only six are by women.

Feminist scholars have looked at the issue of the unimportance of women artists in art
history, and the lack of examples of women’s work in various ways. Some art historians have
concluded that there were no great women artists because women had no opportunity to pursue
a career. For example, Pollack (1988), discusses that because women most often worked in
subordinated positions as laborers in low-paying domestic jobs, which required little skill other
than a woman’s ability to nurture and care for children or the for the domestic realm, they were
not creative minded and therefore incapable of being artists. Pollack (1998) writes, “Creativity
has been appropriated as an ideological component of masculinity while femininity has been

constructed as man’s and, therefore, the artist’s negative.” (p. 22)
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The emergence of feminist theory has sparked feminist historians such as Nochlin
(1999), to question why women as artists are absent from the art history curriculum as we
generally know it to be. Feminist art historians have questioned the absence of women as
artists and why traditional art history theory tosses one or two examples our way of
women who have achieved greatness alongside of men, as if throwing us a bone to satisfy
our demand to see and understand the work of women as important artists. For example,
Nochlin (1999) sums up that women are not absent from art history, as they are
represented widely through the work of both men and women, but they are represented as
subject matter, in a domestic and subservient way, with one or two women as respected
artists perpetuating the subservient role of women themselves, through their subject
matter, while men represent themselves as the power holders and creators.

Nochlin (1998) also explores the unconsciously accepted view of white male
dominated theory in art history. Her essay, Why Have There Been No Great Women
Artists? asks the very question and discusses several possible theories on the absence of
women. Nochlin (1998) offers a traditional explanation from the dominant culture
ideology, which suggests that there are none, because women were generally thought to
be incapable of greatness. Nochlin (1998) also explores the suggestion by some art
historians that women's art exhibits a different and feminine style, therefore having an
alternate greatness, one that is represented in works of art by the presence of feminine
themes. Lastly, Nochlin (1998) explores the idea that traditional greatness is attributed to
genius, that the great artist at some point cannot contain his genius and, once revealed, he
is nurtured into artistic greatness under the tutelage of a master artist. Nochlin (1998)

questions why great artists are never women or even men of high standing, such as
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aristocrats, who more often took on the role of patron. She suggests that perhaps those for
whom there are more demands and pressing business, such as aristocratic men, and
certainly women on whom the bulk of domestic work fell, had little time to discover their
genius, while dysfunctional, insane and alcoholic men (as many great male artists were)
rarely had legitimate work and therefore fell into the artistic lifestyle. Linda Nochlin's
essays explore the unconsciously accepted view of white male dominated theory in art
history. She describes the gut reaction of feminist theory, that of finding examples of
underrepresented works completed by women during the periods of what are generally
considered the key developmental periods in art to prove that indeed, there are.

Another example of art historians who question the notion of womens’ inability to
be artists are Broude and Garrard, (1982), who look more at the role of women as
represented in art history than at works created by women. It suggests that women serve
as the subject matter in the arts rather than the creators. The role women play as they are
represented by various works of art gives meaning to the lack of representation of women
as creators. Women are depicted working at menial farm chores or domestic tasks. They
are mothers nurturing children, or they are simply nude models for the male artist who is
in a position of authority. This serves to explain why women were simply too busy with
the tasks of everyday life to afford the luxury of art making.

Battersby, (1990), is another example of a historian who discusses the roots of the
idea of genius as a strictly male attribute, therefore disallowing the notion that women
could exhibit artistic genius. According to Battersby (1990), having its roots in

prehistoric times near Rome, the notion of “genius” began as a spirit and evolved from
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the spirit’s masculine qualities to a way of thinking about a man’s potential for greatness.
Battersby (1990) writes:

By the end of the eighteenth century, ‘genius’ had acquired a Romantic grandeur. It had
been transformed from a kind of talent to a superior type of being who walked a ‘sublime’

path between ‘sanity’ and ‘madness’. (p. 103)
Battersby (1990) goes on to note * the driving force of genius was described in terms of

male sexual energies.” (p.103)

Women artists in history

Other schools of thought, which spring forth from feminist theory, work from an
emanicipatory epistemology. Feminist scholars and researchers insist that indeed there
were many important women artist working throughout history, whose stories are not
told, not because their work is not good, but because women artists are not important.
Dominant theory has society believing that only work by men is groundbreaking and
significant to the development of artistic movements. This emancipatory perspective
brings those stories to the forefront and critically examines the work and life of the artist.

The Guerilla Girls (1998) are an example of scholars who critically examine art
works throughout history and they suggest that the definition of greatness as it applies to
our collective notion of art history needs to change to include women and particularly,
women of color. They suggest that we rethink why it is we look at certain artists” work as
the hallmark of a particular style or genre and include all art, period.

They uncover forgotten examples of art by women that provide some evidence

that women were actively and competently creating works of art that rival many of those
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works by men considered the masters, but which are simply relegated to the genres which
are considered insignificant and secondary.

The Guerilla Girls, (1998) an anonymous group of artist/activists, celebrate the
lives and stories of women artists from ancient to modern times. They reject the notion
that there are no great women artists and find many examples throughout history, which
can be compared to many of the masters. Women artists often began as the muse,
inspiration and model to their male counterparts and eventually became very fine artists
in their own right. Some examples of women artists from the 1500s to the 1900s in this
book are Artimisia Gentileschi, Sofanisba Anguissola, Marietta Robusti, Judith Leyster,
Rosa Bonheur, Edmonia Lewis, Harriet Powers, Julia Margaret Cameron, Mary Cassatt,
Claude Cahun, and Kathe Kollwitz

Another example of an art historian who brings the life stories of women artists
forward is Borzello (2000), who notes that the woman who created visual art had no
place in the art world, considered a male profession. She goes on to note that the other
arts, such as dancing, music or acting, have welcomed women for a much greater time.
Borzello (2000) writes:

There was a point to their skill, which was understood by all. But women
artists were intruders in the art world, a world of which men claimed to
be open to everyone of talent but which in practice made few moves to
welcome women. (p.7)

Borzello (2000) goes on to discuss that the women who worked as artists did so
regardless of this, and struggled to succeed. Some women artists that Borzello discusses

are Catherina van Hemessen, Barbara Longhi, Caterina dei Vigri, Lavinia Fontana, Mary
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Beale, Contance Mayer, and Angelica Kaufman. These painters worked from the 1500s
to about the 1700s.

According to Chadwick (1990), women were actively involved in the arts from
the middle ages to contemporary times, but Chadwick (1990) notes that though they
painted many great works which rivaled the quality of any male artist’s work, they were
generally denied the opportunity to train at the various schools of art. In France following
the revolution, women were allowed to exhibit in the Salons. Though, at this time,
attempts were underway to restrain the activities of women, they did continue to make
some headway in this regard. Some women artists discussed by Chadwick (1990) are
Rachel Ruysch, Clara Peeters, Catharine Read, Mary Delaney, Ann Seymour Damer,
Elizabeth-Louise Vigee-LeBrun, Rebecca Soloman, Berthe Morisot, Paula Moderson-
Becker, Frida Kahlo, Georgia O’Keeffe, and Louise Borgious. These artists worked from
the 1600s through the 1900s.

Genuine women’s art forms

Feminist theory as it applies to art history prompts historians and art critics to
question what can be considered genuine or great art. According to Congden (1996),
colonial American art such as embroidery, weaving, quilting and knitting were creative
activities that filled the lives of women. When such examples are particularly well-made
and have survived for several generations, they are often placed in natural or cultural
history museums as opposed to art museums, and are often then attributed to a culture or
group rather than an individual, i.e.: Native American blankets, Amish quilts, etc. The
long held belief which stems from our traditional study is that only work that is created

by those individuals we consider masters are acceptable as examples of genuine art. The
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belief is that anything created by women outside of the traditional art world and work
created by ethnic groups, such as tribal art, simply fall into a folk art or crafts genre and
though important, has little significance in the traditional sense of art history.

Though many times work by women artists is relegated to the craft or home arts
genre, and therefore not considered important in the development of traditional art, some
feminist art historians and scholars critically examine such work and show that the work
is a true art form exclusive to women artists.

An example of one such art historian is Mainardi, (1982), who would argue that
artistic genius has indeed broken free in women, in spite of their need to constantly work
on domestic chores. They were drawn to the creative forces. They created works of great
beauty or great meaning, but the lack of value placed on the work in the traditional art
world relegated it to the world of crafts, curiosities, trends, and folk or culture art.

Mainardi (1982) suggests that a true great art form by women is the American quilt.
Though women needed to complete domestic chores, the artistic genius and desire to
express oneself aesthetically breaks free while doing so, with the classic American quilt,
exclusively a women's art form. Mainardi (1982) discusses how many art historians think
of the home arts and needlework as crafts, and therefore an exclusively women’s realm,
though she insists that quilting is a genuine art form, exclusive to women, at least
historically. In more contemporary times, the art of the quilt continues to be pursued and
men are often involved in fabric arts and quilting.

According to Broude and Gerrard, (1992), the nineteenth century in France saw the
creation of [’art feminine, a lesser but genuine critical category of artistic works created

by women. Though still not considered ‘high art’ as the works of men were, the category
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did allow for some critical analysis and recognition of the works. This inclusion did serve

to start the trend toward the limited inclusion of women’s work.

Studies on current vs. traditional art history curriculum

Professors of art history in recent years have included the perspective of women
as they craft their courses around a gender studies model. Dissatisfied by the notion that
their students will miss out on a women’s perspective in art history, some professors are
including the comprehensive study of women’s role and image in their art history
courses.

For example, Dufresne, (1994), an art historian and teacher of college level art history
course, discusses ways which she has found to "topple the canon" in the teaching of art
history by focusing on women in art, both as artists and as subject matter in the images
throughout history. She uses her own experiences in her classrooms to conclude that the
students who studied art history from a women's perspective come away with a greater sense
of women's roles throughout history and their very real and great contributions to the
development of key artistic genres, even as subject matter. She also presents pottery, quilts
and other pieces, often given their own place in art history outside of the traditional, as
important art.

Dufresne (1994) notes that students find the courses very rewarding and
surprisingly different than traditional art history classes because she allows them to take
on the role of explorer. Students bring back to class information about women in art

history, either as images or artists themselves, that they have researched and discovered
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on their own. Not only does Dufresne (1994) offer a new perspective on the traditional
canon, she teaches it in a different way and has documented the results in her research.

Dufresne (1994) also appears to value an epistemology of the gender involved
standpoint and uses alternative curriculum as a way to learn how effective an alternative
perspective is for her students. According to her research, students who have taken the
alternative classes instead of the traditional classes come away with a greater
understanding of art as a form of expression and with fewer preconceived notions of
gender limitations in art.

Witcombe, (1995), a college art history professor, has also worked to create an
alternative curriculum. Feeling that his students were not grasping art history in it fullest
sense, Witcombe (1995) describes a different tack he took with his students in an effort to
give them an alternative perspective on art history. He felt that because important work is
significant as a result of the social climate of the artist’s time, failing to see the entire
picture of the social and historical context of the time meant that students weren’t making
connections about women’s roles in art and society. He offered curriculum that
challenged the students to more deeply analyze the work in relation to the historical
context of the periods they were studying. His results showed that students in the
alternative classes had a greater understanding of the connections that social and
historical issues had in the creation of art and in the roles both women and men played in
its development.

Witcombe (1995) discusses his disappointment in the traditional way art history is
taught. He felt that students were receiving instruction in art history, but were not

grasping the meaning of art in history. In this article he discusses some changes he made
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