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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the feminis t art of Judy Chicago and JO 

Spence using the qualitative research methodology of narrative inquiry. 

Chicago (1996a) and Spence (1995) both describe their art as visual 

narrative. These visual narratives are explored against the backdrop of 

the dominant master narratives of Western culture, as exernplified by 

the female nude of high art and the pomographic image. The study 

analyzes the ways in which Chicago's and Spence's feminist narratives 

challenge and subvert the patriarchal master narrative, and present 

women with alternative ways of being. in so far as th& art presents 

alternatives to the dominant paûiarchal discourse, it may be 

interpreted as healing narrative. The metaphor of the shamanic heaüng 

joumey is used to explore the transfomative power of Chicago's and 

Spence's healing narratives. The educational and mansformative 

qualities of these healing narratives are examined with regard to the 

practice of feminist pedagogy. 
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PROLOGUE 

THE JOURNEY TOWARD A RESEARCH QUESTION 

There are many ways to tell the story of how 1 became intrigued 

with the healïng and pedagogic possibiüties of feminist art. To begin 

with, the visual representation of women in Westem culture fascinates 

me. During the course of my graduate work, I compared images of 

women typically found in Western pomography with those traditionally 

found in Western European high art. 1 also looked at the visual 

representations of women created by feminist artists. This led me to 

reconsider many of my previously held ideas about art, taste, 

obscenity, sexuality, erotica and pomography. 

I began to think about questions such as: What do the visual 

narratives of our culture Say to women viewers? Do they reflect the 

diverse experiences of women? In what ways are feminist images of 

women similar to or different from those of the Old Masters, 

mainstream pomography or advertizing? What kinds of messages do 

feminist works of art convey? If men and women leam about cultural 

ideas of gender from art and visual narrative, could feminist art be 

considered a form of feminist pedagogy? 

1 became especially attracted to the pedagogical possibilities 

contained in the art of JO Spence and Judy Chicago. Both of these 

women have described themselves as feminist educators; regard their 
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art as educational; see their art as effecting social change; and have 

written extensively about theu experiences of art-making and teaching. 

1 was also partially motivated to choose the topic of feminist art 

because it affords me opportunities to explore certain questions and 

issues which are central to my life experience and to who 1 believe 1 am. 

As T.S. Eliot (1984) writes in LitrIe Gidding, The four quanets: 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of al l  our exploring 
W1U be to anive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. (p. 208) 

Thus, 1 f i n d  it impossible to keep a sense of distance from my subject, 

the art of Judy Chicago and JO Spence. I am tangled up in the subject 

matter. 

Bouson (1989) c a s  this entanglement, this emotional as well as 

intellectual absorption in the subject matter, "empathy" (p. 22). She 

describes the critical interpretation of written texts as an empathic art, 

empathy being "the search for self and for the nudear essence of 

h ~ ~ ~ l a n n e s s "  (p. 172). From the moment 1 first saw the visual art of JO 

Spence and Judy Chicago 1 became a highly empathic, "deeply involved 

participant-observer" (p. 22). I believe Bouson's theory of the empathic 

reader can also be extended to readers of visual narratives; both 

Chicago and Spence refer to their pictures as narratives. 

When 1 look at Chicago's and Spence's work 1 am always aware 

that theh images are telling stories that are usually excluded from the 

dominant cultural discourse. They are both interested in telling the 



stories that Western culture has largely ignored over the last few 

thousand years; stones about birth, breast cancer, housework, 

women's history. These and other aspects of the diverse realities of 

women's experience have not been adequately reflected in the Western 

cultural storehouse of narrative genres. 1 believe that the cultural 

silences that have traditionally surrounded women's experiences and 

the pathologization of these experiences by our patriarchal society 

have caused sigmficant psychic damage to women. As a woman, 1 have 

felt the effect of these cultural silences in my own Me. 

From a young age, 1 was aware that women rarely talked freely 

and openly about their lives and experiences. For example, my mother 

did not like to ta& about her experiences of unwanted pregnancy, 

postnatal depression, domestic violence, sexual harassment, boredom 

and poverty in the pink collar ghetto, loneliness within marriage, the 

social isolation of being a mother with young children, or her own 

mother's fatal breast cancer. These subjects were not merely 

unpleasant, they were taboo, secret. It was as if any mention of these 

stories would surely bring shame upon the teller. Yet, most women 

have many experiences in cornmon with my mother. Obviously, women 

often conceal the " m e n  stories of their lives, and present highly edited, 

culturally acceptable versions of the events of their lives to the world 

at large. 

1 would never have been able to leam about the reality of 
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women's lives had 1 relied solely on what 1 leamed at school. In short, 

only the stories about queens or ferninine ornaments of the British 

Empire, suc. as Florence Nightingale, made it into my textbooks. Where 

were the women with life experiences 1 could relate to? For example, 

from an early age I had witnessed domestic violence. At secondary 

school I heard about teenage girls who had become pregnant or who 

had been violently raped by "local boys." There seemed to be no place 

for the curriculum of "real life" in my schooling. 

Although the offiaal curriculum socialized me to behave in a way 

that was considered "ferninine," that is, dutiful, courteous, obliging, 

dilligent and ladylike, the "hidden cumiculm" taught the most powerful 

lessons of dl. These lessons were so powerful because they were 

often unspoken, acting on me through my body. For both male and 

female students, the body is an important educational site. Yet, the 

body in its function as an educational site receives different curricula 

depending on a person's gender, class, degree of physical ability or 

disability, and so on. For girls and women, the body may be the site of 

a curriculum of oppression. This curriculum of oppression acts 

powerfully on the body but affects every aspect of a woman's being; 

her emotions, her mind, h a  spirit, her soul. 

The official curridum taught me that the world was full of the 

kinds of famüies shown in the Dick and Jane and Janet and John books. 

1 îmly thought that mine was the only family where physical abuse 
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occurred. 1 had no idea of how widespread a problem it was; a problem 

that was present in families of al1 dasses and races (Walker, 1980). My 

mother urged us never to tell, just as she never told. My sister and 1 

maintained our silences and helped keep up the facade of the 

respectable, middle dass family -- at a price of course. The silence 

maintained by my school on ths subject seemed to conspire in the 

pathologization of my experiences and condone the violence of my 

father. The "hidden curriculum" of my schooling taught me that 1 should 

acquiecse to the oppressive nature of patriarchal society. 

After 1 left school 1 studied Art History at University. The 

curriculum 1 encountered in my university dasses was similar in many 

regards to the one I had encountered at school. There was almost no 

mention of women artists. The impression 1 received from my 

professors was that there had never been any mily great women 

artists. Women artists were only ever discussed in relation to the Big 

Male Names in the History of Art. For example, Berthe Morisot was 

often induded because of her links with the Impressionists and Sonia 

Delaunay was always portrayed as her husband's Little Helper. The 

media that women were historically encouraged to work in, such as 

ceramics and needlework, were scornfully regarded as crafts, not fit for 

the creation of art. Further, most of the famous art historians and 

critics had been men. I actually graduated feeling that throughout 

history women artis ts and critics did not have much to Say for 



themselves and had made little contribution to Western culture. 

Incidentally, Judy Chicago (1 993) was so offended by her University 

professor's comment that women made no contribution to European 

intellectual history that she was inspired to create The dinner Party, a 

celebration of women's achievernents. Nevertheless, 1 received a 

thorough grounding in the dearly demarcated discipline called The 

History of Art. 1 had no idea then that I really should have been studying 

The Histories of Art. 

After graduation I went to work as a junior curator at the British 

Museum. I had found my way to the symbolic heart of patriarchal and 

colonial culture. To use Deborah Root's (1996) phrase, the British 

Museum was a "cannibal culture," and 1 was afraid that it would devour 

me. 1 realized then that art could be used as an instrument of 

oppression as well as a means of inspiring and liberating the soul. It 

was at this time that 1 also became aware of issues such as: the design 

of aggressively mascuüne gallery spaces in which women visitors are 

inevitably made to feel small and insignificant (Duncan, 1989); the la& 

of women artists represented in the collections (Kanatani & Prabhu, 

1996); the disproportionately large number of wealthy, white males with 

top museum jobs; the disproportionately large number of underpaid 

junior curators, researdiers and secretaries who were female; the 

politics of collecting art; the business of collecting art . . . and so on. 1 

began to wonder what art was really about. For whom had this art been 



created, and for whom was it displayed in national museums? I had 

worked hard to get my foot on the bottom m g  of the curatorïal 

ladder, but 1 grew to feel as though 1 were on the wrong ladder 

altogether. 

Now here 1 am in a setting that is very different from the British 

Museum, lookmg at and thinking about art. The big difference this tirne 

is that the feminist art to which 1 have been drawn protests patnarchal 

society and its institutions. 

This is a personal account of the joumey toward my research 

topic: the healing and pedagogical possibilities of feminist art. Perhaps 

this will give you, the reader, some idea of how 1 came to be so 

interested in this topic and the following research questions: How does 

the work of Judy Chicago and JO Spence act as healing narrative? In 

what ways might the heaüng narratives of Chicago and Spence inform 

feminist pedagogical theory? 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF THE HEALING 

NARRAïïVES OF JUDY CHICAGO AM) JO SPENCE 

At the University of Glasgow, in a second-year Chaucer survey 

course, the professor dispensed with the following passage by stating 

it was "just a typical anti-woman reference": 

O woman's councel is so often cold! 
A woman's councel brought us first to woe, 
Made Adam out of Paradise to go 
Where he had been so merry, so well at ease. 
(Chaucer, n.d./1985, p. 244) 

This is, of course, Judaeo-Christian society's "origjnal" anti-women 

stance. Eve, the temptress, tempted poor Adam with the fniit of the 

Tree of Knowledge and caused the e t m a l  fall of "man," of men. When 

Chaucer writes, "brought us first to woe," he is addressing the reader 

directly. The "us" he speaks of is specifically "us men," or the male 

reader; yet, does that mean a female reader will ignore this gender-role 

designation? Or, as Judith Fetterley (1 978) points out, is "the female 

reader CO-opted into participation in an experience from which she is 

explicitly excluded . . . is she required to idenhfy against herself?" 

(p. 12) It was then that 1 began to reaüze that the narratives of Western 

culture do not reflect the diverse realities of women's lives. 

According to Carol Christ (1980): 

Women's stories have not been told. And without stories 



there is no articulation of experience. Without stories a 
woman is lost when she cornes to make the important 
decisions of her life. She does not leam to value her 
struggles, to celebrate her strengths, to comprehend her 
pain. Without stories she cannot understand herself. 
Without stories she is alienated fkom those deeper 
experiences of self and world that have been called 
spiritual or religious. She is dosed in silence. The 
expression of women's spintual quest is integrally related 
to the t e h g  of women's stories. If women's stories are 
not told, the depths of women's souls will not be Imown. 
(P. 1) 

Where are women's stories? The way we are raised, the media, 

our social and cultural contacts reinforce the dominant, patciarchal 

perspective. However, the dominant culture is not entirely monolithic; 

challenge and contradiction are present, but contained, within 

paMarchal structures. Male and fernale "viewers" of this perspective 

do not merely observe it, they also live it and smggle within it. 

Nevertheless, the woman who creates an authentic self-narrative risks 

being labded "mad," as her m e  self may be cruelly pathologized by 

Western, patriarchal culture. Gilbert and Gubar (1980) refer to the 

inevitable frustration of self-realization as manifesting itself frequently 

in the image of the madwoman. Madwomen are not simply conventions 

of plot, rather they are '~sual ly  in some sense the author's double, an 

image of her own anxiety and ragen (p. 78). 

Judy Chicago (1975,1980,1985,1993,1996a) from the United 

States, and the late JO Spence (1995) from Britain, have created visual 

narratives which tell women's stories, and fïll the "iconographie voidsn 
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(Chicago, 1995. p. 4) of Western culture. Although the work of Chicago 

and Spence is stylistically dissimilar, the two artists are similarly 

motivated. Chicago and Spence recognize the absence of female 

voices within the narratives of Western culture. They ahowledge the 

deep wounds to the sou1 that have been inflicted on Western women by 

patnarchal culture. Their visual and written narratives attempt to 

reveal, name and heal these wounds. 

In place of the old, oppressive patriarchal stones and myths, 

feminists such as Chicago and Spence are constnicting new stories and 

myths about femininty and womanhood. Their images and stories 

reflect the realities of their own lives, and acknowledge experiences 

that are widely shared by other women. Thus, the art of Chicago and 

Spence resonates deeply within many women. Chicago addresses 

issues such as childbirth and w~men ' s  history, while Spence explores 

topics such as breast cancer and ageing. By makmg these experiences 

the subject of their art, Chicago and Spence are able to transform 

women's pathologized stories into healing narratives, or tales of power. 

1 will elaborate on Chicago's and Spence's unique concept of healing 

later. 

Ultimately. Chicago and Spence seem to be concemed with 

recreathg, rat& than reproducing, the stories of Western culture. 

Chicago (1985) States that "the whole issue of myths and their function 

in culture is what I'm smggling with," (p. 13) while Spence (1995) says "1 
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am particularly interested in the political and therapeutic power of 

storytelling" (p. 133). Adrienne Ridi (1979) recognizes the vital 

importance of this kind of cultural work: 

Women have often felt insane when cleaving to the ûmth of 
our experience. Our future depends on the sanity of each 
of us, and we have a profound stake, beyond the personal, 
in the project of describing our reaüty as candidly and M y  
as we can to eadi other. (p. 190) 

Chicago and Spence give voice to their own reality and the realities of 

other women in works that depict the female nude. As Chicago and 

Spence have frequently used images of the female nude in their work, I 

shall briefly anaiyze the representation of the female nude in two of the 

most culturally dominant genres of visual narrative: Wes teni European 

high art and pomography. The examination of these broad cultural 

narratives establishes the backdrop for my analysis of Chicago's and 

Spence's visual narratives. This badcdrop exemplifies the master 

narratives of Western culture, narratives that depict precisely that 

which Chicago and Spence consider in need of healing. My analysis of 

this healing process and how it is accomplished will be developed 

further in chapters three, four and five. 

The female nude in high art and pomography 

Female nudes are prevalent in Western art, despite the lower 

status accorded to women. The image of the female nude is 

considered "an icon of Westem culture, a symbol of c5vilization and 
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accomplishmentn (Nead, 1993, p. 1). Why? The nadition of the fernale 

nude in Western art is a male invention, an invention which speaks more 

of the male fear of female power than of the reality of women's lives, 

their passions, fears or desires. 

The genre of the female nude expresses the moral, physical, 

sexual and economic power men wish to wield over women. The "ideal 

body" of the female nude is aùnost always white, young and physically 

perfect, according to the tastes of the day. The nude usually redines, 

passive and expressionless, waiting, on display for the viewer. Her 

nakedness is a sign of her vulnerability and powerlessness. Titian's 

Venus of Urbino (ca. 1 S38), Goya's The naked Maja (1800-OS), and 

Ingres' The grand odalisque (1814) are perfect examples of such high- 

art female nudes. 

The female nude does not bleed. cry or laugh, as the contours of 

her sublime body remai. closed, her form sealed, until the the gaze of 

the male viewer penetrates her through the surface of the picture. 

While the male viewer gazes at the female nude, the nude is sometllnes 

shown gazing at herself. This is often represented by using the stylistic 

convention of the female nude gazhg into a mirror, as in Velazquez's 

The toilet of Venus (1 649-5 1). Some hypocritical artists would entitle 

such a picture Vanity, thereby morally condemning the woman who has 

pleasure in viewing her own body, and also ensuring a sense of 

superiority in the voyeur. Clearly, the female nude is not allowed to 
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enjoy her own body as the male spectator is permitted to do. The real 

protagonist of the painting, the man who watches, is never shown in the 

picture even though "it is for him that the figures have assumed their 

nudity" (Berger, 1973, p. 54). Indeed, the female nude is painted in such 

a way as to appeal to the sexuaüty of the first owner of the nude, the 

man who has commissioned the painting. 

Sometimes the viewer is permitted to wimess male penewation in 

scenes of violence and torture. For example, there are numerous 

representations of classical and biblical rape, as well as scenes of 

women "saints" being tortured. These works were given grand titles, 

such as The rape of the Sabine women or The agony of Saint Agatha 

(Agatha had her breasts sliced off). Painters hide behind these 

historical and biblical titles and allegorical themes to lend an aura of 

respectability to the pomograpbic content of their work. 

Very few female nudes are painted so as to show the personality 

of the model, although this sometimes does occur when the artist 

portrays his lover. The female nude who has a personality is not 

actually a part of the genre of the female nude at all, but is considered 

to be a portrait. For example, Ruben's nude pomait of his wife, Helene 

Fourment, entitled The pelt skin (ca. 1638) is considered more of a 

portrait than a female nude. The expressionless face and banal pose 

of the typical female nude make it diff idt  for a male Mewer to see a 

person rather than an object. This makes it easier for him to possess 
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the nude. Berger (1973) remarks that this "avid and ambitious desire to 

take possession of the object for the benefit of the owner" is one of 

the unique characteristics of the Western art tradition (p. 84). 

The Western intellectual dite has always upheld the image of 

artistic identity as "male, virile, and sexually uninhibitedn (Nead, 1993, 

p. 44). Indeed. the genre of the female nude is traditionally about the 

"assertion of the artist's sexual domination" over his subject matter 

(p. 44). Only when the artist has capnired the fernale form in paint, is 

he considered to be master of his medium. This attitude is reflected in 

the male/female power relations within the traditionally sexist 

environments of the life class and the studio, and in the phallocentric 

metaphors typically ernployed by artists, critics, and connaisseurs. 

In the Life class and the studio, the artists are clothed and the 

models are naked. Frequently, the models are made even more 

vulnerable by being placed on a raised platform. This distances the 

artist from his subject, and allows him to more easily impose his own 

semal fantasies onto the female model. The presence of the exposed, 

naked woman serves to make the male artist feel more masculine and 

powerful. Fortunately, discussion of the power relationship between 

artist and model is now a part of most art school CulTicula. 

The patriarchal ideal of the female nude has also been supported 

by a long tradition of sexist connoisseurship. Sexual language is used 

to describe the use of the artist's brush: it caresses, touches and 
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strokes the canvas. Many painting metaphors are blatantly 

phallocentric. According to Nead (1993), when Renoir was asked how he 

managed to paint nudes when his hands were crippled by arthritis, he 

replied, "With my prick" (p. 56). Nead also points out that Kandinsky 

used the metaphor of rape when he talked of conquering the "pure. 

chaste virgin" canvas with a "willful brush" that acts with the force and 

energy of a European colonist (p. 56). 

Yes, the female nude may be captivating, but she is also captive 

-- a caged bird. She is the hanhaiden of the male sexual ego. Female 

nudes are never shown speakhg; as they have no voice, they must 

remain eternally passive and silent. The patriarchal genre of the female 

nude denies the many diverse realities of women -- past and present -- 

thus ensuring that all women know th& "proper place." 

The patriarchal values embedded in the female nudes of "eroticn 

high art are remarkably similar to those embedded in much 

pomography. Yet, whenever high art is aiticized for being as sadst 

and denigrating to women as pornography, the uy goes up, "But this is 

Art! This is History!" High art has attained untouchable, holy s t a t u  by 

virtue of cultural canonization. Moreover , the dualistic nature of 

Western thought ensures that the discussion of art and pornography is 

traditionally conduc ted in a language of dichotomies. 

Erotic art bas been defined as "pornography where people drink 

wine afterwards" (Carol, 1994, p. 26). Although this cm be taken as a 
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humorous aphorism, there is some truth to the statement. Historically 

the intellectual elite have employed the terms erotica and pomography 

in a dichotomous fashion to "distinguish aesthetically between high and 

low culture; to impose taste hierarchies on society as a whole which 

devalue the popular" (McNair, 1996, p. 5 2). The dichotomies of high and 

low culture, art and obscenity, erotica and pomography "function to 

exclude, to strengthen the powers that ben (Lacombe, 1994, p. 160). 

The high-art image of the female nude and the pomographic image of 

the Playboy pin-up are equally sexist and denigrating to women, but are 

merely positioned at different levels on the soaally-constructed 

continuum of taste. So when one encoumers the old, faniiliar 

dichotomies, such as erotic art and pomography, one must ask, "Who 

is exduded? Who is empowered? Whose values are these?" 

Discussion about the semal objectification of women in Western 

art is confused by the fact that these entrenched taste hierarchies are 

now beginning to crumble (Keith, 199 5). The emergence of inexpensive 

mass communication coupled with the postmodernization of culture 

has resulted in the blurring of genres and the breahng down of the 

boundaries between art and pomography, high and low culture. McNair 

(1996) calls this the "pornographization of the mainstrearn" (p. 137). 

Common aspects of pomography, such as sado-masochism and 

bondage, are now freely used in high art and popuiar culture. 

Pomography is more visible, respectable, and popular than it has ever 
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been. It  is pastiched and parodied in all forms of popular culture 

including: advertising, music videos, pop music, fashion, Hollywood 

movies and women's magazines. These popular media play with the 

visual vocabulary of voyeurism, sexual "deviance" and ûansgression for 

an audience which may no longer see a connection with the 

pornographie genre. Images of assertive and aggressive women, gay 

and lesbian sexuality, and other sema1 minorities are now much more 

common. in effect, we are living in the age of pop pornography. 

As the distinction between high art and pomography blurs, it is 

important to note how little has changed with regard to the 

objectification of women. But  where does this leave the female artist? 

A conflict occurs when a woman does not fully accept her place or her 

idea of herself as provided by the patriarchial perspective. What 

happas then? 

The stmggle for distinct female voices 

In the case of the poet Sylvia Plath, the conflict between fulfiuin.g 

social ide& of marriage and motherhood, and her own creative identity 

as a woman was unresolvable. Daddy (Plath, 198 3), written only months 

before she cornmitted suicide, is an expliut rejection of the male 

figures in her life: her late father and her estranged husband, Ted 

Hughes. More than these specific rejections, the poem also implies a 

rejection of the patriarchal society which cultivated her former ideals. 
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The last line "Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm throughn (p. 56) reads like 

a final rejection of patnarchy and seems prophetic in that Plath has 

spent herself in the process; she is also literally "through." 

It is fnghtening and provocative to realize that the rejection of 

patriarchy, in order to cultivate an individual creative identity, can be so 

exhaustùig for a woman. In a journal entry dated October, 1957, Plath 

(1982) addresses a Letter to a demon (p. 176). In this journal enmy, Plath 

reveals the remarkable amdety and self-doubt of a "groaning inner 

Oh, you can't teach, can't do anything. Can't write, can't 
think And 1 lay under the negative icy flood of denial, 
thinking that voice was a l l  my own, a part of me, and it must 
somehow conquer and leave me with my worst visions: 
having had the chance to battle it and win day by day, and 
having failed. (p. 176) 

Gilbert and Gubar (1980) describe the day by day amiety of the female 

artist as being entirely unlike that of her male counterpart. The "female 

artist m u t  first struggle against the effects of a socialization which 

makes confict with the will of her (male) precursors seem inexpressibly 

absurd, futile, or even self-annihilating" (p. 49). On whose terms does a 

woman artist in patriarchial society identify and define her creative 

voice? The standards by which art is judged are inherited from o u  

patriarchal culture. To what extent are women given the opportunity to 

realize a distinctly female voice? 

Clearly, women who for hundreds of years: 
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had been the objects of male theorking, male desires, male 
fears and male representations, had to discover and 
reappropriate themselves as subjects. . . . The call went out 
to invent both a new poetics and a new politics, based on 
women redaiming what had always been theirs but had 
been usurped from them: control over their bodies and a 
voice with which to speak about it. (Suleiman, 1986, p. 7) 

For Chicago and Spence, this struggle for theh own distinct female 

voices has resulted in feelings of hstration and anger which in nini 

both motivate and inform their art. They redaim the female body in 

their art in order t o  subvert and protest the patriarchal values and 

noms embedded in our society's master narratives, and to explore 

women's own subjective experiences of the world. 

Chicago and Spence believe that this exploration of women's 

experiences through visual narrative is healing and educational. Healing 

in the sense that each mansgression of patriarchal taboo allows room 

for the unconventional, for the creation of a small space in the viewer's 

imagination where alternative reaüties may take root. By expressing the 

shame, anger, uniqueness and joy generated by being a woman in a 

patnarchal culture, Chicago and Spence begin to open up new 

possibiüties for women, and ultimately for men too. They have stepped 

outside of the confines of the typical patriarchal plotline by giving their 

own subjective accounts of their realities. Their visual narratives 

express new ways of thinking about femininity and womanhood. In this 

way they may help to  fiee women fkom the endless repetition of 

panSarchal oppression. 
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In the following chapter 1 will outline the methodology I use to 

explore the visual narratives of Chicago and Spence: the methodology 

of narrative inquiry. 



METHODOLOGY THE TRUTHFUL FICTIONS OF 
NARRATIVE: INQULRY 

Judy Chicago and JO Spence have much in common. They both 

describe their visual art as healing and as visual narrative (Chicago, 

1996a; Spence, 1995). They also describe themselves as feniinists and 

educators. Using the research methodology of narrative inquiry, 1 

examine Chicago's and Spence's visual narratives so that 1 may 

discover how they operate as healing narratives. 1 then examine the 

ways in which these healing narratives might inform feminist 

pedagogical theory. 

There are certain advantages to using the research methodology 

of narrative inquiry for this study. This methodology allows me to 

approach the subject matter, visual narratives, on the artists' own 

terms. 1 will be able to look at the themes and the metaphors that are 

embedded in their work and their personal narratives, and analyze the 

way in which these themes and metaphors are connected to the stories 

of the broader culture as a whole. A narrative inquiry approach to my 

thesis topic affords me the possibility of acknowledging the subjective 

nature of my research and conclusions. 

Narrative inquiry from a feminist perspective 

The narrative inquirer studies stories to discover what other 



people consider important 

people, and to understand 

(Reason & H i f w ~ ,  1988). 
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in their lives, to leam about what moves 

how people make sense of their lives 

Huma. beings are natural narrators, and 

their creations may be thought of as narrative texts that can be 

interpreted by other human beings (Sandelowski, 1991). These narrative 

texts take diverse forms: they are "heard, seen and read: they are told, 

performed, painted, sculpted and written" (Sandelowski, p. 162). The 

function of the narrative text is to make meaning out of human 

experience and to name reality (Polkinghorn, 1988). People from every 

culture have an innate need to make meaning, to create narratives that 

name their realities. According to Mary Daly (1973), "to exist hurnanly is 

to name the self, the world, and God" (p. 108). Whereas to live without 

naming one's experience: 

is to experience no thingness: the prima1 formlessness of 
human lif e b elow the threshold of narrrative s m c  turing. 
Why become anythmg at dl? Does anythng make a 
difference? Why not simply die? (Novak, 1971, p. 52) 

In chapte. one, 1 discussed how the visual narratives of western 

culture have not named women's diverse realities and how, instead, the 

high-art genre of the female nude and the pornographic pin-up have 

traditionally been used to name male desires. Whatever is unspoken 

and unarticulated in a culture eventually becomes unspeakable and 

inartidable. Thus, issues such as menopause and breast cancer 

become taboo. When a woman tells her story, perhaps by creating a 

visual narrative, she may be breaking a cultural silence. This is 



"subversive of hierarchical order" (Hoogestraat, 199 5, p.2 7). 

Mary Daly (1973) believes that: 

the evolving spiritual consciousness of women is nothing 
less than this beginning to speak humanly -- a reclaiming of 
the right to name. The liberation of language is rooted in 
the liberation of ourselves. (p. 108) 

The "reclaiming of the right to namen and the "describing of reality" are 

an integral part of narrative inquiry, a methodology which fosters the 

development of the researcher 's active subjectivity. 

The subjective nature of narrative inquiry may seem at odds with 

widespread notions -- even within the academic cornmunity -- of what 

academic research should be: objective, truthful, accurate, scientific. 

The narrative inquirer can never lay daim to objectivity, mth or 

impartiality. Instead, she must reconsider the use and meaning of such 

terms. Where do they corne from? Whom do they serve? 

Many femhists would argue that "objectivity" and "nuth" have 

traditionally been used to describe paniarchal subjectivities: a way of 

naming reality which is oppressive to women and also to other cultura.lly 

rnarginalized people. 

In pretending to stand for "the human," masculine 
subjectivity tries to force us to name our truths in an alien 
language, to dilute them; we are constantly told that the 
'real" problems . . . are those men have defined, that the 
problems we need to examine are mvial, unscholarly, non- 
existent. (Rich, cited by Russ, 1983, p. 116) 

The beauty of narrative inquiry is that it can be used to nuture 

cultural heteroglossia. Thus, it is well-suited to  the needs of feminist 
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researchers who wish to bring women's voices to the fore in their work. 

Swindells (1 9 9 5) writes: 

Whereas Western European educated man cm b o t .  speak 
for his ideological environment and be seen to represent it, 
women, black people and working-dass people, because of 
their political position, are not placed to conceal the 
tensions between consciousness and the social world. 
Speaking from any h d  of subordinate position in the 
culture reveals a contested and often highly embattled 
relationship between the two. (p. 4) 

When individual women from diverse backgrounds tell their life 

stories they inevitably effect change in the class, race, sexual and 

political smctures of society. When a woman breaks her silence and 

speaks honestly and openly about her life, she may contest society's 

notions of what it is to be a woman. of who has a right to be heard. 

nius, narrative inquiry may be employed as a creative form of activism, 

a "political strategy for liberationn (Swindells, 1995, p. 6). Ursula Le Guin 

(1991) says it perfectly: 

Man does, they Say, and Woman is. 
Doing and being. Do and be. 
O.K., 1 be writing, man. 
1 be telling. (p. 15) 

Truth or fiction? 

"Once upon a t ime.  . . ," "Once there was, and once there was 

not . . . , " for centuries storytellers have used phrases such as these to 

begin their tales (Estes, 1992, p. 75). This storytelhg device informs 

the listener that the story which follows will be a m i m e  of fact and 
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fantasy, of tnith and fiction. Western academics have generally 

regarded such magical story-mixtures with disdain, as they often 

confuse "the imagined with the imaghary, the fictional with the false, 

and the making-things-out with the making-things-upn (Sandelowski, 

199 1, p. 165). Are truth and fiction really at loggerheads? Where is the 

mth in narrative inquiry? 

Sandelowski (199 1) deals with this issue: 

Fictions are not opposed to truths in the narrative context, 
but rather they are truths withiri the stories that contain 
them. Narratives are mthful fictions, but fiction is itself 
linked to interpretation in that all interpretation (even 
scientific explmation) involves human fabrication: the 
making out of what happened and the making up of what 
something means. (p. 16  5) 

Although the narrative ïnquirer is concemed wi th  subjective accounts, 

fiction and myth, her work may still be considered a quest for mth -- 

the ~ ~ t h  of literary coherence rather than the truth of logical coherence 

(Polkinghorn, 1988). Literary coherence can be judged by the degree to 

whidi a narrative resonates or rings hue: is it an intelligible and 

plausible story (Sandelowski, 1991)? Because of this need to gauge 

whether a story rings m e ,  the methodology of narrative inquiry, W e  

formal scientific inquiry, promotes the "radical scrutiny of its own 

fictive const~~cts" (Furst, 1984, p. 46). 

There is a degree of natural human yearning for narrative unity in 

a l l  of us: we long for the happy ending, the sense of dosure, or the 

satisfaction in having a person's motives thoroughly pinned down. The 
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narrative researcher must leam to curb these tendencies as they are 

usually prescriptive and Lunithg in nature. More important for the 

narrative inquirer is the need to concentrate on conûadictions, 

discrepancies and silences in narratives. These are the enigmas that 

lead to fUrther inquiry and lmowledge. Rather than prescribing 

certainties through the imposition of an artificial narrative unity, the 

researcher aclmowledges her doubt and uncertainty, explores the 

possibility of new perspectives, and seeks to uncover new layers of 

For example, a battered woman who talks about her farnily life 

may remain silent about her parmer's violence. A narrative inquirer 

would consider the significance of and reasons for the silence. Does 

the woman's silence indicate that battery has not occurred, or that she 

has a happy marriage? Or does it speak of her terror and vulnerability 

in a dangerous situation? 

Because the narrative inquirer is fkequently attracted to cultural 

abberations, anomalies and incongruencies, she must leam to live with 

the chaos of life as weU as the order and predictability of theory. 

Chaos is the Greek word originally used to describe 'the 

undifferentiated mixture of raw elements supposed to occupy the 

World-Goddess's womb before aeation and after the destruction of 

each recurrent universe" (Walker, 1983, p. 160). Chaos is a precondition 

of creation and understanding. Most scholarship is located solely: 



in the mind, in logic, in a form of discourse which totally 
erases the body, the emotional, the symbolic, the 
multiplicities and confusions -- and in all ways orders the 
chaos of our lived experiences so that we c m  no longer 
feel their power, their immobilizing conflicts, as we live 
them. (Rockwell, 1986, p. 7) 

The methodology of narrative inquixy requires the researdier to feel the 

"irnmobilizing con.fîictsn of lived experience, to feel the ever-present 

chaos. 

The empathic researcher 

The way in which a researcher approaches a research topic is 

often reveaüng of her beliefs, biases and character. 1 believe that 

Bouson's (1989) theory of the empathic reader, which 1 discussed briefly 

in the Prologue, cm be extended to the reading of visual, as well as 

written, texts. Although objectivity and distance have traditionally been 

thought of as essential requirements for much academic research, even 

within the arts, Bouson argues that empathy is also a fundamental part 

of the decoding of texts. According to Bouson, the reader "assumes 

different relations to the text" . . . and occupies "shifting positionsn 

relative to it (p. 169). The reader may become "temporarily merged with 

and carried away by the tact" while in a state of empathy and then 

assume a critical state of mind when attempting to interpret and grasp 

the meaning of the text (p. 170). Thus, a reader of both written and 

visual texts swings constantly between a passive state of empathy and 
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an active state of criticism. 

1 recognize these strong swings between empathy and criticism in 

my own experiences of the art of Chicago and Spence. As 1 work on 

these visual texts, 1 have become aware that they are also working on 

me. I sometimes feel as if we are caught up in a dialogue, or as if we 

share a common quest. 

The emotional responses invoked by Spence's and Chicago's 

visual texts can be interpreted as countertransference (Bouson, 1989). 

As a researcher, 1 can utilize my awareness of the phenornenon of 

countertransference much as a psychoanalyst would. When 1 am 

engaged with Msual texts my mernories, amdeties, fears, and desires will 

inevitably emerge. These reactions acknowledge the sub tle power and 

subversive control which the visual texts of Spence and Chicago exert 

over the viewer: me. Clearly, both the artist and the viewer work 

together to create the meaning of the text. I realize that the meanings 1 

ascribe to these visual texts are subjective. There must be a dozen 

ways to interpret the visual images created by Chicago and Spence, yet 

this does not mean that my own interpretation is any less valid. 

Instead, I see my voice as one among many. 

However, it wodd be foolish of me to forget that my attraction to 

their art, and the meanings 1 wish to asaibe to it, have a great deal to 

do with my Me experiences. The Talmud says: We do not see things as 

they are; we see them as we are (Wicks, 1991, p. 42). 1 would be 
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misrepresenthg myself as a researcher if I only admitted to playing the 

role of "distanced," academic a i t i c .  Surely it is better for a researcher 

to be as open as possible about her relationship to her work? Reinharz 

(1992) believes this has come to be expected in feminist scholarship 

where a researcher's interests often "stem from and are a part of their 

own ïives" (p. 258). Reinharz mites: 

Because of the widespread acceptance of the personal 
starting point for feminist research, some people have 
come to almost expect a link between the personal 
experience of the researcher and the research project in 
which she is engaged. (p. 260) 

For that reason, a feminist researcher usually includes "an explanation 

of her relation to the subject matter at handn (Reinharz, 1992, p. 259). 1 

have induded this information in the Prologue to my thesis. 

Research material and methods 

My primary sources of data will be Chicago's and Spence's visual 

art, as wd as their autobiographical and scholarly works. 1 will also use 

my own life experiences as data for this study: 1 am a woman; 1 have 

worked as a teacher; 1 studied art history; 1 was once a curator at the 

British Museum. Clearly, my personal experiences and subjectivities wiU 

influence the direction and conclusions of this study. As a researcher, 1 

cannot rem& impartial, or separate from the data. In fact, the 

researcher should be thought of as a research instrument. 

In addition, Chicago and Spence have written about their own 
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lives and work (Chicago, 1975, 1980, 1985, 1993,1996a, 1996b; Spence, 

199 5). In my analysis of their art and pedagogy, 1 will also draw on these 

personal accounts. 1 am particularly interested in the healing and 

therapeutic content of Chicago's and Spence's work, as well as the 

pedagogical nature of their personal philosophies of art. Although 

Chicago and Spence have stressed these aspects of their work in their 

written accounts, they seem to have been overlooked by most 

In the process of generating my data and analysis 1 use several 

research methods that are compatible with the methodology of 

narrative inquiry. I become submerged in the visual metaphors, the 

plotlines and stories of Chicago's and Spence's art and lives. 1 record 

my submersion. Geertz (1973) calls this providing a 'thick description" 

of one's experiences (p. 3). At this stage the metaphors embedded 

within Chicago's and Spence's personal narratives and art begin to 

ernerge from my writing. 

AU art can be thought of as visual metaphor (Langer, 1957). The 

English word "metaphor" cornes from the Greek word metapherein: 

"meta" meaning to change and "pherein" meaning to bear or carry. 

Indeed, visual metaphor is frequently used as a therapeutic tool that 

has the power to bear change. Visual metaphors can convey complex 

concepts and intense motional experiences in a way that links both in 

a single image. Effective visual metaphor relies on the tension between 
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the concept or emotion and the image itself. This tension is 

experienced viscerally first and then Iater more reflectively when the 

image is analyzed by the viewer. 

According to Reason and Hawkins (1988), "there are many 

languages in which meaning can be created and communicated" (p. 81). 

They believe that creative, aesthetic forms of expression, such as 

storytelling and visual art, are modes of inquiry which naturally lend 

themselves to multiple readings and rich, complex interpretations. 

Thus, the hermeneutical process is automatically called into play when 

we try to make sense of art and story. 

Reason and Hawkins (1988) believe that expression and inquiry 

are not competing modes of conducting research but "poles of a 

dialectic" (p. 83). They believe that "any complete mode1 must 

eventually show how these two complement each othern (p. 83). On my 

research joumey I will move dong a path of expression "from narrative 

account through metaphor to archetype" (p. 83). This path of 

expression is paralleled in my thesis by a path of exphnation which 

moves from thidc description and general classification, to theory and 

then to paradigm. 

in chapter three, I provide rich descriptions of Chicago's and 

Spence's lives and work that are based on my interpretation of their 

writîngs and art. 

In chap ter four, 1 begin to examine the metaphoric and 
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descriptive data collected in the previous chapter, so that the mythic 

and possibly also the archetypal patterns in the narrative may begin to 

emerge. For this to happen. 1 will have to examuie the descriptive and 

metaphorïc data against the backdrop of the broader cultural 

narratives that 1 examined in chapter one. The archetype of the 

shaman, or "wounded healer," is introduced in this fourth chapter. Like 

shamans, Chicago and Spence guide the viewer of their art on a journey 

to a state of heightened consciousness and personai empowerment. 

The shamanic healing journey is spîritually and socially transformative, 

but may also be fkaught with challenges and conflicts. The art of 

Chicago and Spence is similarly wansformative as it presents women 

with alternative realities and ways of being. 

In chapter five, 1 consider the significance of the mythic and 

archetypal material that has emerged in the course of my research, and 

how it informs feminist pedagogical theory. Ultimately, 1 s h d  relate this 

material to the broader educational paradigms which structure our 

understanding of curriculum studies. 

Finally, in the coda, 1 revisit the research process and discuss it 

and my conclusions. At this stage, 1 wlll probably have become aware 

of other paths of inquiry 1 chose not to follow, problems which arose in 

the course of my research, as well as opportunitles for further inquiry. 

The coda will therefore not just conclude my thesis, but will also 

suggest possible beginnuigs for future research. 



CHAPTER3 

DESCRIPTIVE DATA: A COLIACE OF THE THEMES AND 

METAPHORS IN THE ARTISTS' L M 3  AND WORK 

The data for this thesis is presented in the form of a descriptive 

collage. This collage has been assembled from those fragments of 

information about the lives and work of Judy Chicago and JO Spence 

that 1 perceive to be important or intriguing enough to present here. My 

idea is to present the reader with a picture of the important themes 

and metaphors embedded in the artists' lives and work. Clearly, it 

would be impossible to tell the whole story of their histories, their 

professional and personal lives, their triumphs and losses. Instead, I 

have played with the available data, saving some fragments and suaps 

and rejecting others, cramming the favoured pieces I did keep into an 

impossibly small space. What you, the reader, are left with is 

necessarily my subjective picture of events. 

While looking at Chicago's and Spence's visual narratives and 

reading their personal accounts of their lives, theh work and their 

artistic philosophies, I was particularly smck by the presence of 

certain common, recurring themes that ran through the material. For 

example, both artists describe how their anger and shame acted as a 

catalyst for their movement toward, and cornmitment to, feminist art. 

1 present the descriptive data on Chicago and Spence in a 
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chronological format so that 1 cm show how their artistic philosophies 

matured over the course of thW. careers. This material is divided into 

sections which relate to significant periods in their lives and careers. 

As Chicago is a much more prolific writer than Spence, 1 have included 

more data from her writings. 

Chicago's family background and education 

Judy Chicago was born in Chicago in 1939. She began to draw 

when she was "barely able to talk" (Chicago, 1996a, p. 1). As a young 

M d  she "always had a burning desire to make art" (p. 1). The young 

Judy Cohen, as she was then known, had one constant ambition "which 

was to become a famous artist, to be part of the glorious art bistory 1 

saw represented at the museum" (p. 2). However, Chicago recaIls that: 

the one thing that 1 totally failed to notice was that nearly ail 
of the art at the museum was by men. But even if 1 had 
noticed, 1 doubt that 1 would have been at all deterred fkom 
my own aspirations. . . . 1 never once encountered the 
notion that, given my gender, my aspirations were either 
pecuüar or unobtainable. (p. 2) 

This statement is characteristic of the young Chicago's high level of 

self-esteem and confidence. Clearly, the formal art lessons which she 

received through her childhood must have hdped to buoy her 

confidence in her own artistic abiüties. However, Chicago credits her 

parents for supporting and nurniring her talent, providing a high level of 

intellectual stimulation, and fostering the development of basic moral 
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and political beliefs. 

Chicago (1996a) describes her parents as "Jewish liberals, with a 

passion for the intellectual life and seemingly endless energy for 

political activismn (p. 3). Of her beloved father, she says: 

1 derived from him a lifelong passion for social justice, the 
belief that the world could be changed. . . . I also leamed 
that the purpose of life was to make a difference, a goal 
that has shaped my &stence. (p. 3) 

Fur thmore ,  Chicago's (1996a) home provided her with an 

environment where there was "an expressed cornmitment to equal 

rights for women" (p. 3). Her mother, who had been a damer, also 

encouraged Chicago's artistic talents. Chicago (1975) writes that "it 

was to my mother chat 1 brought my artistic adiievements and to my 

father that I brought my intdectual onesn (p. 4). According to Chicago 

(1996a), her mother was also an important role mode1 in that she had 

always worked outside of the home. 

Although Chicago's father was descended from a long line of 

rabbis, Chicago (1996a) says she "learned less than nothmg about 

Jewish history and culture from my parents" (p. 5). Nevertheless, 

Chicago recognises with hindsight that the ethical values of her family 

were derived from the Jewish tradition, especially the philosophy of 

tikkun, which is the healing or repairing of the world. 

in the light of her unusual upbringing, it is not surpnsing that 

Chicago decided to make art the focus of her life -- a decision that was 

somewhat rare for a young woman at that time. By her early twenties 
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Chicago had become a graduate student at UCLA and was siruggiing to 

make a name for herself in the sexist, macho environment of the Los 

Angeles art scene where all of the "importantn artists were men. 

The art Chicago (1996a) created during these years: 

was memely  expressive and also biomorphic in nature, 
full of visual references to female biology, which seemed to 
corne to me quite naturally. This imagery caused some of 
my insmctors to make wisecracks about my "wombs and 
breasts" -- which, to tell the truth, 1 hadn't even noticed as 
such, so unselfconsciously did I employ these forrns. But 
their reactions made me feel extremely uncomfortable, as if 
I were doing somethulg wrong. (p. 15) 

Her thesis supervisors threatened to withdraw their support if she 

continued to make images like these (Chicago, 1975). One of them also 

"sputtered out something about not being able to show the paùitings to 

his famüy" (p. 34). Reaüzing that there was a serious gap between the 

way she saw herself and the way she was seen by the world, Chicago 

responded by rejecting her own work, abandonhg most of it when she 

moved out of her studio. 

In a vain attempt to ingratiate herself among the "serious" male 

students, Chicago (1975) joined "the boysn at school in belittling other 

women students, occasionaUy calling them "chicks and cuntsn (p. 28). 

She developed no fnendships among the female faculty "because of 

male peer pressure" (Chicago, 1996a, p. 28). By the time she graduated 

she had taken to smoking cigars, wearing heavy boots and attending 

motorcyde races. She also had herself photographed in a boxing ring 
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wearing boxïng gloves for an exhibition poster. Yet these efforts were 

to no avail. She was told many tirnes by male students and aitics that 

she was "castrating", a "dyke", and a "bitch" and that she would have to 

choose between being a woman or an artist (p. 19). In her words: 

1 had simply refused to "read the signsn that pervaded the 
college atmosphere, signs that told women to be "good 
girls" and to accept the inevitable second class statu of 
o u -  sex. Since I never understood this message, 1 continued 
to behave in terms of my own self-expectations and 
according to the standards of equality I had absorbed from 
my own family. (Chicago, 1975, p. 30) 

Chicago (1975) realized that "the problem was in the culture" and not 

any fault of her own (p. 40). Therefore, in 1971, taking a symbolic step, 

she gave herself the sumame Chicago, publidy proclaiming that she 

was divesting herself of al1 the names imposed upon her by paniarchal 

society (Chicago, lW6a). 

Chicago's struggle toward a feminist art 

Chicago (1975) decided that she wanted her work to show people 

that: 

women possessed all aspects of human personality, that 
souety's conception of the fernale was distorted and that 
other values in the culture that grew out of that distortion 
were also questionable. Fundamental to my work was an 
attempt to challenge the values of the society, but either 
my work was not speaking, society did not know how to 
hear it, or both. (p. 64) 

Unfortunately, in 1970 there was "no kame of reference . . . to 
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understand a woman's smggle, to value it, or to read and respond to 

imagery that grew out of it" (p. 65). 

Realizing she would not find support for her art or goals within 

the art comuni ty  as it existed, Chicago (1975) believed she could take 

advantage of the opportunities that the second wave of feminism 

afforded women; she would find or create her own alternative 

community of femulist artists to support her needs, interests, and 

values, as well as those of other women artists. Chicago got her 

chance to build such a corxununity at Fresno State College where she 

accepted the offer of a teaching post. There she estabfished an 

experimental Feminist Art Program. 

Chicago's (1975) first year at Fresno was to prove crucial to the 

development of her feminist aesthetic; it gave her the space she 

needed "to think, to dream, to experiment, and to change" (p. 69). It 

was clear from the start that Chicago aimed to l e m  through the 

process of teaching. The whole experience was to be one of mutual 

reuprocity. Chicago (1996a) wanted to create art with a distinctly 

female emphasis, but she had yet to work out how to achieve this goal. 

Part of the reason she wanted to teach women was to discover a 

way to create the art of which she dreamed. She sensed that perhaps 

the answer lay in teaching young women and sharing her struggles with 

them. By s h a ~ g  and examining the experiences of her own art 

education, by retracing the steps of her socialization, Chicago (1975) 
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hoped to reach a clearer understanding of the art she would have 

created had she not been educated in a patriarchal system. 

The feminist comrnunity at Fresno provided her with the support 

network she needed to extend herself and go further in her art. Psychic 

safety was a big issue in Chicago's (1975) decision to make the feminist 

The main explmation for my insistence upon an all-female 
environment was that the teacher as w d  as the students 
would thereby feel safe to pursue what was an entirely 
unprecedented undertaking. (p. 23) 

At this tirne there were no women's studies courses in existence, 

so Chicago (1996a) felt it necessary to undertake a considerable 

amount of research into women's art, literature, and autobiographical 

writings (p. 24). This research was to give her a theoretical and 

historical framework into which she could fit her own artistic and 

educational practices. 

As a result of this research, Chicago (1996a) realized that 

"women have a heritage so rich it took my breath away" (p. 25). 

What a revelation -- and a relief -- to uncover the lives, 
words, images, and ideas of so many talented women. 1 felt 
extremely validated by learning about th& experiences, 
reading th& wrltings, seeing even inadequate 
reproductions of their art, and snidying their ideas and 
philosophies. It seemed that countless wornen before me 
had stumbled over similar dilemmas, had asked the same 
and sometimes even more profound questions; and had 
arrived at answers that were not only illuminating for me 
but would, 1 was convinced, be vitally useful to others. 
(p.25) 
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These discoveries allowed Chicago to feel as though she were a part of 

something much bigger than herself. The hitherto isolated woman artist 

now felt connected to other women who had gone before her. 

Chicago's (1996a) educational philosophy could be summed up as  

one of inclusion and facilitation. She discovered that what ber students 

needed most was a supportive, nurturing enmonment where they could 

safely explore the sex-role conditioning that blocked their progress 

toward becoming artists and self-actualizing as human beings (p. 71). 

She decided that before giving her students any technical insmction 

she would have to spend considerable time with them tallcing about 

their lives, their problems and drearns. These group sessions were a 

form of feminis t consciousness-raising, even though as Chicago ( 19 7 5 ) 

points out, she had yet to hear of this term. 

As far as Chicago (1996a) is concemed, education should be a 

process of empowerment (p. 26). This is one of the reasons that her 

all-women art program was called the Feminist Art Program: 

One reason for my staunch and abiding c o m m i ~ e n t  to 
feminism is that 1 believe its prindples provide valuable 
tools for empowerment -- and not only for women. In my 
view, feminist values are rooted in an alternative to the 
prevailing paradigm of power, which is power mer others. 
By contrast, feminism promotes personal empowerment, 
something that, when connected to education, becomes a 
potent tool for change. (p. 27) 

The promotion of personal empowerment through education i s  a 

characteristic found in almost aU of Chicago's art from this period 
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onwards. Indeed, Chicago (1996a) has stated that the aim of Feminist 

Art, as she then envisioned it, was "empowerment and social change. 

This was to be accomplished by educating viewers about women's real 

feelings, experiences and history through the artn (Chicago, 1975, p. 30). 

As she had hoped, Chicago did leam a great deal from her 

snidents at  Fresno. When her students began to ueate art, Chicago 

(1 9 75) found their powerful images overwhelming (p. 80). She had 

encouraged them to make art that reflected the reaüties of their 

everyday lives, without stipulating the media or imagery to be used. 

Many of the students' images "were filled with vaginas, uteruses, 

ovaries, and breasts" as Chicago's early work had been (p. 89). Chicago 

M t  that this was no mere coincidence. It led her to hypothesize that 

certain imagery reflected the realities of women's lives and could also 

be used to embody the universal ferninine. Of course, it is also 

possible that some of Chicago's students may have produced these 

images so that they might fulfill a tacit, or even unconscious, desire to 

"please the teacher." 

Chicago's mos t important single achievement and mos t 

signifcant leaming experience during her time at Fresno was her 

facilitation of the creation of "Womanhouse." "Womanhouse" was a nin 

down house that was renovated and tumed into a large artwork by 

Chicago and her students. The house was designed to celebrate 

traditional "women's arts" such as baking, quilting, aocheting, 
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decorating and sewing. The group of women built installations such as 

the Nurturant Kitchen and the Brida1 Staircase. Chicago's contribution 

was the Menstruation Bathroom. 

1 decided to make "Menstruation Bathroom," which would be 
very, very stenle, al l  white. Under a shelf full of all the 
paraphanalia with which this culture "cleans up" 
menstruation was a garbage can filled with the unmistalcable 
marks of our animality. One could not walk into the room, 
but rather, one peered in through a thin veil of gauze, which 
made the room a sanctum. (Chicago, 1975, p. 106) 

Menshtation Bathroom marked a tuniùig point for Chicago. In her 

previous works she had tned to "neutralize" her femininity, and had 

employed a highly abstract, fonnaüst style (Chicago, 1975, p. 63). This 

work was different. Chicago created a direct, more accessible work 

that a less sophisticated art audience would be able to appreciate. 

Over ten thousand people came to see "Womanhouse" during the one 

month that the exhibit was open (Chicago, 1975). Perhaps the 

popularity of "Womanhousen was due to the fact that it was "pluraüstic 

in both form and content in order to ref'lect the diversity of women's 

experience. The one e g  factor was that it would be openly woman- 

centred and geared to a broad and diverse audiencen (Chicago. 1996a, 

To compliment the uWomanhousen show, Chicago and her 

students created several performance pieces. These performance 

pieces would later influence many other feminist artists. Their power 

lay in the capaaty of this partidar medium to cornmunicate strong 
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emotional content in a direct manner. For example, these pieces often 

reflected the "brutalization" of women that occurs in patriarchal 

westem culture (Chicago, 1975, p. 125). Chicago believed that the 

students were able to work through their anger at the sexïsm of th& 

culture by "acting out" their feelings. She believes that: 

Performance seemed to provide the most direct means of 
expressing anger, and perhaps that is why it proved so 
valuable in the program. Women's anger against female 
role [sic] and against men has been turned inward in an 
intemalized self-hate that has ieft many women riddled with 
anguish, filled with self-Ioathing, and afraià to express their 
real feelings. Women, prohibited ftom the direct 
expression of anger, are thereby also denied the creative 
aspects of anger. (pp. 125-126) 

Chicago believed that performance art provided a symbolic way for her 

students and herself to express repressed anger, thereby releasing it 

and "opening up the whole range of emotions for creative work" 

(p. 126). The performance artists' anger also resonated deeply with 

many of the female audience who saw that Chicago and her students 

were "making the private public and in so doing taking a large step 

toward bridging the culture chasm between men and women" (p. 130). 

Chicago had now corne a long way in her stmggle toward a 

Feminist Art. She m e s  that by the end of 1973: 

1 had begun to figure out how to make the kind of art 1 
most wished to create. (Chicago, 1996a, p. 36) 

The knowledge gained while teadiing the Feminist Art hogram at 

Fresno State College would readi fmition in monumental works of 



feminist art such as The dinner Party, "The birth project," and "The 

Holocaust project." 

The dinner parïy 

Chicago (1996b) describes The dinner Party (1978) as "an 

imagined chronicle based on historic fact" (p. 12). This collaborative, 

multimedia installation presents the symbolic history of women in 

Western civilization through thirty-nine place settings on a huge, open, 

trianguiar-shaped banquet table. Each place setting symbolically 

represents a real or mythological woman from the past. The whole 

work stands upon The heritage floor, which is made of hand-cast 

ceramic tiles, and is inscribed with the names of 999 real and 

mythological women. 

The dinner party celebrates "women who contnbuted to our 

cultural history but who, instead of being honored, were ignored, 

maligned, or obscured by that history" (Chicago, 1993, p. 3). Each of 

these women were chosen by Chicago (1996b) for several reasons: 

either she is representative of a particular historical era; or her life 

embodies some kind of significant achievement; or she worked towards 

the betterment of conditions for other women (p. 48). Chicago's 

ambition in creating The dinner party was to: 

teach women's history through a work of art that can 
convey the long stniggle for freedom and justice that 
women have waged since the advent of male-dominated 
societies, and to break the cycle of history that The dinner 
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p a n y  describes. (p. 3) 

The desmctive cycle that Chicago wishes to break is the cycle of 

historical omission in which: 

women's hard-eamed achievements are repeatedly wrîtten 
out of the historic record, sometimes within years of their 
attainments. This process results in generation after 
generation of women stniggling for insights and freedoms 
that, even when fiercely won, are too often quickly 
forgotten or erased once again. (p. 3) 

Chicago believes that the names of the women celebrated in The 

dinner p a w  should be "as familiar to us as the male heroes whose 

exploits we absorb fiom diüdhood through art, myth, literature, history, 

and popular entertainment" (p. 3). 

The media used in this work were somewhat unusual. Each place 

setang is executed in ceramics, china painting, and needlework These 

media are traditionally associated with women's crafts, work for which 

women often receive no tangible reward or credit (Chicago, 1996b, 

Kellman, 1996). Chicago (1996b) induded these media so as to "pay 

homage to women's too-often unacknowledged creative contributions 

while calling into question some of the distinctions between "high" and 

"low" art (p. 13). 

In order to redress these imbalances, The dinner party is laden 

with gynocenmc symbolism, some of it humorous. For example, 

Chicago (1996b) plays with the cultural associations between her work 

and the other dinner party, the Last Supper, and has remarked that it 
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portrays history from the point of view of those who have been doing 

the cooking throughout history (p. 7). Chicago also plays with the 

symbolism of the number *teen; thirteen symbolizes the number of 

men at the Last Supper and also the number of women in a coven. 

Thus, Chicago inverts the symbolism of "male holuiess and ferninine 

evil" (p. 9). 

The heritage Poor symbohzes the fact that: 

singuiar women's accomplishments generdy took place 
within an aunosphere of support, provided by a 
progressive family environment or a self-selected group of 
emancipated women; against a background of expanded 
opportunities for women; or as a result of widespread 
political or social agitation for equal rights. (Chicago, 
1996b, p. 11) 

Thus, the thirty-nine women symbolized by the place settings stand on 

the shoulders of their sisters. Chicago adaiowledges that the women 

induded "were primarily from the niüng or privileged classes" (p. 12). 

But the heritage floor seems to suggest that all women, and men, rely 

on the accomplishments and work of many invisible women, especially 

those who are not necessarily part of the privileged &te. 

By far the most striking images in The dinner party are the vulval 

forms of the women's abstract portraits, which are carved into and 

painted onto the ceramic plates at each place setting. The vulval forms 

are reminiscent of butterfiies, an muent symbol of female liberation 

(Chicago. 1 W6b). These wlval-butterfly foms "undergo a 

metamorphosis as the painted and sculpted abstract portraits become 
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for freedom" (p. 5). 

Ignoring criticisms of essentiaüsm, Chicago (1996b) writes that 

the vulvd imagery: 

implies that the various women represented -- though 
separated by culture, time, geography, experience, and 
individual choices (not to mention that some are mythcal 
and others are real) - are unified primarïly by their gender, 
which in my opinion is the reason that so many were and 
are unlmown. (p. 6 )  

Chicago (1996a) intends these vulval images to be 'an aesthetic 

exploration of what it has meant to be a woman -- experientially, 

historically, and philosophicallyn (p. 3 9). These energetic, active images 

also challenge the patriarchal view of women and female sexuality as 

behg passive. It is Chicago's (1996b) desire to: 

convey the idea that the female body experience is as 
active and central to what it meam to be human as is that 
of the male and, in fact, c m  be explored aesthetically as 
one pathway to an understanding of the universal. (p. 6) 

In this way, Chicago challenges the historical assumption that the 

male experience is necessarily central to the human condition. 

Why does Chicago (1996a) feel it is so imperative to "remake the 

world in women's own image and likeness" (p. 39)? She believes that 

western culture has not produced visual or written narratives that 

reflect women's lives. She believes that visual art, dong with other 

cultural narratives, reflect the values of souety as a whole. The fact 

that women's rea3ities have been excluded from these cultural 
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narratives highlights how women's experience has no t been valued by 

western culture. 

Thus, Chicago (19 7 5) believes that historically the patriarchal 

visual narratives of our culture are only a "partial, rather than a 

universal perception of reaüty" (p. 158). Chicago reached the same 

conclusions about the master narratives of Western culture as I did in 

my first chapter. She writes that many paintings of women by male 

artists: 

are projections by men of their personal erotic fantasies of 
dominance over women, and they generally associate 
sexualïty with a power/submission relationship. 
Unfortunately, these works, whïch reflect and perpetuate 
masculine attitudes toward women, are too often assumed 
to be universal images, and few art historians feel the need 
to point out that these painthgs are in fact not universal 
but, rather, represent the way one half of the population 
views the other. (p. 156) 

Chicago (1 975) thinks of feminist art as constituting a challenge to the 

inaccurate and distorted way in which women have traditionally been 

portrayed. In her view, images of women by women "say '1 am' when the 

images of women painted by men Say 'This is the way 1 wish you 

were . . ." (p. 153). Women's art, their visual sodf-narratives, "can 

challenge our most fundamental ideas about women, men, our roles, 

our potential, our identities, and our priorities" (p. 15  9). Chicago 

(1996a) believes it is essential that women become involved in creating 

art and defining what may be called art, so that cultural symbols, and 

art objects, will exist that name their diverse realities. 
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Chicago (1996a) writes that there was an "overriding hunger" in 

women for images that reflected women's experiences (p. 62). Perhaps 

this is why dozens of women volunteered to work with Chicago on The 

dinner Party. These women received little or no pay for their work. In 

retum for their efforts, Chicago daims that they gained an education. 

The volunteers acquired art-making expertise, and leadership and 

research sldls. They also gained knowledge of women's history and 

feminist theory. 

What attracted these women volunteers was the environment in 

Chicago's (1996a) Santa Monica studio, which "provided continuous 

reinforcement for a feminist perspective and feminist values" (p. 67). In 

this environment, "a woman-centred point of view was not only possible 

but deemed entirely natural" (p. 67). For most women in the 1970s this 

must have been an extremely empowering experience. Indeed, The 

dinner party celebrates and makes visible women's power. 

Chicago admits that The dinner Party was also a test of her own 

personal power. She wanted to know if the art establishment would 

accept a woman artist who displayed the "level of ambition usuaIly 

reserved for menn (Chicago, 1996a, p. 84). The image of the artist as a 

lone, creative genius is  a cultural myth. Iu reality, the patriarchal art 

establishment is comprised of a complex set of interconnected 

institutions within which operate many kinds of 'players." For example, 

there are museums, galleries, art schools, and studios. The players are 
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artists, art critics, art historians, curators, conservators, dealers, 

buyers and corporate benefactors. There is also an invisible army of 

volunteer workers and charity fundraisers, many of whom are women. 

Most women have traditionally found themselves exduded from, or 

consigned to the peripheries of, the world of high art. 

Chicago wanted to fulfill her artistic potential and take on a 

monumental project at a relatively young age, but she was handicapped 

in two ways. First, her presence, as a woman artist, was a challenge to 

the sexism of the art world. Second, her feminist art directly challenged 

patriarchal n o m .  It was clear to Chicago almost from the start that, if 

she wanted to succeed in her ambitions and sustain her art making, she 

would have to create her own support network and institutional 

infrastructure. Having linle in the way of funding, Chicago relied on 

teams of volunteer workers who performed a variety of essentid tasks, 

such as fundraising, research and public relations. 

The ultimate goal of Chicago's (199613) The dinner party was to 

empower women by educating them about their fernale ancestor's 

achievements. Yet the whole issue of power was a complex one for 

Chicago. in the studio, Chicago maintained a hierarchical system of 

power relations, and positioned herself at the top of this hierarchy. 

Thus, she found herself in a situation where her art empowered women, 

but her studio practices were remarkably similar to those of the 

patriarchal art world. Chicago recognized, and stmggled with, the 
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inberent contradictions in her art and her studio practices. She 

encouraged people to talk openly about th& feelings and hstrations 

at informal weekly meetings where pot-lu& dinners were served. Yet, 

Chicago could never lose sight of her dream, which was to fully realize 

The dinner Party. Everything else was of secondary importance in her 

life. 

Chicago's (1996a) dreams were shattered, however, when the art 

establishment criücized and rejected The dinner party. For many 

months, the devasted Chicago (1996a) lived in a state of shock and 

depression. He.  mood was so low that friends womed she might try to 

commit suidde. Although Chicago was working outside of the 

patriarchal art system, she s a  desperately wanted to be recognized an 

"insider." This depression would recur many times in Chicago's life, 

especially when she felt her work had not been given its due 

recognition, and she would dways remain extremely sensitive to the 

negative remarks of critics throughout the course of her career. 

"The birth project" 

While Chicago had been working on The dinner paw,  she became 

aware that the experience of childbirth had not been represented in 

western culture. The only exception was the traditional Christian 

Nativîty Scene showing the newly-bom Jesus with Mary. However, the 

actual act of giving birth had been overlooked. Chicago (1996a) 
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believes that this iconographie void shows how western culture does 

not value women's experience of childbirth. She likes to remark that, "if 

men had babies, there would be thousands of images of the crowning" 

(Chicago, 1985, p. 19). Chicago (1996a) became so angered that such a 

universal topic had been ignored that she decided to develop "an 

original, woman-cenmed iconography about the birth experience" (p. 92). 

As Chicago (1996a) had never given birth, and as she could find 

no existing iconography of birth, she began to read creation myths. She 

had already become interested in creation myths during her time 

w o r h g  on The dinner Party, where she had reinterpreted Genesis from 

a feminist perspective (Chicago, 1996b). Her goal was to find in these 

creation narratives inspiration for images that could express the 

creation of the universe as "an intimately ferninine act" (Chicago, 1985, 

p. 13). 

in order to develop a powerful iconography of birth, Chicago 

(1996a) tunied to direct experience for knowledge (p. 90). She studied 

pictures of the reproductive system, the birth process, and the solar 

system, seekhg macro and microcosmic parallels in the images 

(Chicago, 1985, p. 13). She also interviewed women about their birth 

experiences and attended a birth. She writes: 

1 was particularly s t m c k  by the strength of the vulva as it 
expanded and contracted at childbirth; its power was 
overwhelming, having little to do with sex (although it is 
always referred to as a sex organ) and everythmg to do 
with the life force. 1 thought then that if everyone were 
brought up with a familiarity with the birthing vulva, it would 
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be difficult for anyone to imagine the female gender as 
passive. Moreover, to my mind, the chüdbirth experience 
surely quaüfied as a heroic struggle. (Chicago, 1996a, p. 93) 

Chicago (1993) was greatly moved by the testirnonies of the mothers 

she i n t e ~ e w e d .  Many of these women discussed certain aspects of 

the birth experience -- such as the pain, the joy or the mystical 

experiences connected with childbirth -- for the first time. 

Chicago (1996a) decided to become "an expressive vehide" for 

al l  the women whose experiences of birth were not honored and 

celebrated (p. 93). In this sense, not only was she exploring new 

iconographie material, she was also "redefining the role of the artist" 

(p. 94). She saw the function of her visual narratives as giving "voice to 

some of the unarticulated emotions of a larger community, thereby 

malchg an aesthetic contribution, whüe also helping to reconnect art to 

the fabric of human He" (p. 94). 

This subject was so vast, so moving and so unexplored in 

western art that Chicago (1996a) decided it was worthy of a 

monumental scale. Again, she used the medium of needlework and 

enlisted support for the project from dozens of women volunteers who 

were to execute the needlework. Chicago (1985) did not view the use of 

so much mpaid labour in the production of her art as exploitative. 

Rather, she saw the armaking process as a special opportunity for 

women to leam and grow. Chicago wrote in her diary: 

I'm going to the places where women gather and offering 
projects so that women can form groups in places where 
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there is no support for them and no access to the existing 
women's support network The imagemaking provides a 
focus and a basis for getting together and into the feminist 
process. This process begins as soon as the women begin 
to work my images, whether individually or in a group. They 
are forced to confront their own birth experiences, their 
ideas about art and about women. (p. 60) 

The women who stitched the huge works, sometimes for years on end, 

may have benefitted in many ways fkom working with Chicago. 

However, Chicago (1985) admits that many of her stitchers felt 

cheated when she reneged on the contracts which had aven joint 

ownership of the pieces to the women who actually made them (p. 63). 

She claims that she made a mistake in assuming that the needleworkers 

could retain profits fkom their work. In fact, "The birth project" (1985) 

was run under the auspices of a non-profit organization called Through 

the flower, and no one who worked on the project, not even Chicago 

herself, was allowed to receive any profits fkom the venture. 

Nevertheless, the main purpose of Through the flower was to promote 

and support Chicago's work. 

Much of the needlework for 'The birth project" was done in the 

women's own homes or in community centres and church halls where 

friends and neighbours in the local community were able to view the 

birthing imagery (Chicago, 198 5). Chicago wanted more people to have 

access to feminist high art, and more people to partiapate in the 

creation of art. Chicago believes this method of organization was a 

way of revisioning the traditional image of the artist as an isolated, 
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community, Chicago 

of artn (p. 142). 
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By redefïning the relationship of the artist to the 

believed she was extending "the democratization 

This  policy of creating a popular art for all people influenced her 

plans for the *bition of the images. Chicago's (1985) "The birth 

project" has been exhibited in storefront spaces, community centres, 

hospitals and birthing centres, as well as in the traditional art gallery 

setting. Approximately a quater of a million people have seen these 

birth images. 

However, as with The dinner Party, certain problematic issues 

arose during the production of "The birth project." Was Chicago 

exploithg women's hunger for involvement in the production of 

meaningful, woman-centred art? Did she abuse her power? Certainly, 

Chicago was democratizing art, but she retained firm connol over the 

art-making process, and organized the extremely complex project in a 

strictly hierarchicd way -- with herself at the head of the organization. 

Although Chicago (1985) characterizes her style of commUIUcation as 

direct and forthright, she admits that many of her needleworkers found 

her difficult to work with. For example, Chiacgo would vent fnistration 

and anger by yelling aiticisms at whomever was concemed. True, she 

was often worldng under an incredible amount of pressure, but many of 

her needleworkers felt crushed and hurt by Chicago's loud criticism of 

th& work. Ironically, the issue of power was to be the focus of 



Chicago's subsequent work. 

"The Holocaust project" 

After "The birth project," Chicago began to explore issues 

surrounding power, victimization and the gender constnict of 

mascuünity in series of works such as "Maleheads" and "Powerplay." 

This exploration culminated in a series, entitled "The Holocaust project: 

From darkness into light" (1992). 

On this project, Chicago collaborated with her new husband, 

photographer Donald Woodman. Her plans for the project are 

described in the following diary enmy: 

I plan to tell "the story of the Holocaust" as it's generally 
told, using standard photographs to illustrate the 
"orthodox" themes: Humiliation, Ghettoization; 
Concentration Camps, Mass Killings, Resistance, Liberation. 
Then 1 want to "paint in" the untold story of women's 
experiences of those same events. The images will also 
explore the ways historic events impact on women in 
general; thus there will be a dual level of meaning (Chicago, 
1993, p. 126). 

"The Holocaust project" explores how Jewish women were doubly 

victimized "in terms of race and gender" (p. 127). The issues of 

victimization, power and powerlessness seemed to follow naturally 

from Chicago's previous interests, and as she researched the 

Holocaust further, she became intngued with the idea that it is "the 

relationship between power and powerlessness that ultimately defines 

the nature of Civilization" (p. 27). 
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Chicago (1993) concludes that the Holocaust was not a 

completely unique experience. She found many similarities between it 

and other twentieth century genocidal actions. She views the Holocaus t 

as "a human event -- done by people to peoplen (p. 7). She then States: 

The Holocaust and a l l  genocides, in fact, have not been 
enacted by man, . . . but by men. Women may have 
par?iciputed but they have never initiated this kind of 
destruction. (p. 25) 

In Chicago's (1996a) view, genocide is the ultimate outcome 

patriarchal culture: 

To put it bluntly the Holocaust was a manifestation of a 
world in which power rather than justice prevails. And it is 
important to m e s s  that 1 am not speaking about my own 
concept of power as ernpowennent but, rather, of power 
over others, which seems to be the prevailing paradigm. 
(p. 184) 

The desire for power over others manifests itself in genoude, racism 

and anti-feminsrn. 

By telling the story of the Holocaust in an artistic form that is 

easily understood by the majority of people, Chicago (1993) hopes to 

"provide a bridge between the abstraction of the statistics and the 

larger, universal sigmficance of the historical event" (p. 7). Ultimately, 

she seeks to transform our consciousness through her art, so that we 

will be more aware of the fragiüty and Milnerabiüty of human beings and 

al l  living species (pp. 9- 10). Chicago is searching for meaning in all of 

this suffering, in the hope that through education, people might be able 

to leam from past mistakes (p. 31). In Rainbow Shabbat, the final work 
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of 'The Holocaust project," Chicago (1996a) creates an image of hope 

and life: 

The image is speafically based in the Jewish experience of 
Shabbat, with all heads nirning toward the woman, as if to 
suggest that the structure of male dominance that now 
oppresses the planet must make room for a profound 
change, one in which women's voices can tnily be heard, 
dong with those of everyone who shares this tiny globe. 
(p. 185) 

Chicago (1996a) is now working on a project entitled "Resolutions 

for the milleniurn." This series of works is intended to "present images 

of a world transformed into a global community of c a r h g  people" 

(Chicago, 1993, pp. 262-263). A cbildren's book will accompany 

"Resolutions for the mülenium" that wiU teach "hope for a better world" 

(p. 263). 

Spence's family background and work as a documentary 

p hotograp her 

JO Spence grew up in London in a w o r h g  dass family. She 

describes herself as "coming from a workaholic and highly repressed 

family, forever pushing poverty to a m ' s  length, dad in a cloak of 

'respectability' and 'self-sacrifice'" (Spence, 1995, p. 159). As a child, 

this environment stifled her abjlity to play and express emotions. 

However, her trade unionist parents were highly politiûzed. Spence 

writes that hers was a family where "there was a constant fight for 

labour and human rights, where the networhg of information was 
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cornmonplace, and where self and group help were common practices" 

(p. 130). This had a great influence on her iater Me. AU in aU, Spence's 

childhood seems to have been quite ordinary, apart from the period of 

time in which she was evacuated out of London to the countryside 

during World Wax II. 

Spence (1995) finished her state education at age thirteen, and 

then attended a secretaria1 college for two years. By age 28, she had 

become a full-time assistant to the Canadian advertizing photographer 

Walter Curtin. Soon the "upwardly mobilen Spence was ninning her own 

high Street photography business. But the pressure of the British dass 

system caused her to feel ashamed of her background. Many years 

later she described the shame she felt at coming from the working 

class while trying to live as a member of the middle class: 

Imagine looking into a mirror. Instead of an act of pleasure, 
or confirmation, or vanity, think of it as an act of anxiety. 
Imagine then that every time you opened your mouth you 
were aware of the potential for 'giving the game away,' 
knowing that you might be 'found out,' 'seen through.' That 
you faced the world as a masquerader. This was the story 
of my life from as early as 1 ca .  remember as the daughter 
of working class parents: pushed to be sodally mobile 
through education, fashion, social contacts, love affairs, 
work. Unconsciously encour aged to assimilate, to 'pass' 
into middle-class culture -- yet underneath still remaining 
somebody else. But who? AU that wasted energy in denying 
my own realities, my own needs, my own s h e d  history. 
(p. 156) 

Although Spence had become virtually estranged from her family and 

felt ashamed of her roots, she did retain a keen interest in politics. 
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Spence's political concerns led her to the practice of documentary 

photography. 

Documentary photographers use the medium of photography as 

a tool for community activism and consciousness raising, and work to 

subvert the narratives of the dominant culture that are communicated 

through commercial photographic media such as advertizing, film and 

television. The explicit and hidden messages of such media are 

intrinsically political because they shape people's values, self-images, 

ideas and beliefs. Documentary photographers, such as Spence, make 

use of the political power of photography to tell the stories of culturally 

marginalized people, the people whose realities are "invisible" to the 

culîure. 

Spence (1995) CO-founded the Photography Workshop, a 

non-profit documentary photography organization that was comrnitted 

to grassroots activism. Through the Photography Workshop and a 

number of other small, political community groups, Spence organized 

photographic campaigns on issues such as children's rights and 

women's rights in the workplace. Spence saw documentary 

photography as a means of petitioning people in positions of power 

and challenging public opinion (p. 100). The basis for aU of Spence's 

work at this time was her belief that the world "cm be changed for the 

bettern (p. 42). 

Spence (1 99 5) described herself as an educational photographer. 
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As such, she organized documentary photography projects and 

workshops for high school students. For example, Spence organized a 

project on identity for seventeen and eighteen year old school 

students. She encouraged the students to make visual narratives that 

explored their personal identities. Spence believed that young people 

had "a very fixed view of their visual identity, their sex roles and their 

class expectations" and hoped these sessions would empower her 

students by allowing them to safely explore the range of choices they 

could make in Me (p. 48). 

Spence's education and work on personal identity 

At age 46, Spence began a degree in the theory and practice of 

photography at the Polytechnic of Central London. Although she 

proved herself to be a very able and successful student, evennially 

graduating with first dass honours, she conmued to feel great shame 

because of her worlcing dass origins. Spence (1995) writes: 

By that time 1 had already been a professional photographer 
for nearly twenty years, but nobody seemed to be very 
interested in that or in my political achievements within 
photography. Within weeks of the term beginning 1 was 
already filled with shame of what 1 didn't know, what I 
lacked. This has never fully gone away in spite of all the 
work 1 have done since. in this respect, 1 corne fiom a 
background where, within state education, 1 was 
systematically treated as if 1 was stupid. Even if, rationally, I 
h e w  that to be unaie,  nonetheless 1 persisted in my 
irrational belief that because that was the way 1 was treated, 
it must be me. (p. 158) 
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Spence's personal experiences informed her academic work. She 

analyzed the Chderella story in her thesis, explorhg the ways in whch 

class, gender and sexuality intersect in the creation of personal identity 

and the politics of representauon (Spence, 1995). Unlike Chicago. who 

concentrates on women's simïlarities and universal qualities, Spence's 

work homes in on women's differences. 

When Spence began to attend college, her work moved away from 

purely documentary photogr aphy toward a more subjective exploration 

of the self. In her "Beyond the family album" exhibition at London's 

prestigious Hayward Gallery, Spence created three parallel narratives of 

her life. There were two series of written texts, as well as the visual 

narrative of her life as told by ordinary-looking snapshots. The very 

ordinariness of these photographs seemed out of place in the formalit/ 

of the gallery space. But the series of images cleverly shows how 

people try to conceal and edit theV family histories and how they also 

reveal and bemay these histories in the images of the family album. The 

very ordinariness of these works sets the viewers' minds thuiking about 

the visual narratives they have created in their own albums. Spence 

(1 99 5) writes: 

Clearly, the family (however benignly it may represent itself 
to the 'outside world') is a battlefield of emotions and 
varying power struggles between men and women and 
between adults and children which is totaIly invisible within 
family archives, and 1 feel we should strive to find ways of 
'taking' about this 'dark side' of our Iives. (p. 149) 
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Thus, Spence urges us to break the family taboos, to break our silences 

and record and remember the concealed family narratives of sickness, 

anger, struggle and pain. By engaging in such memory work, Spence 

suggests that the development of the self becomes a process, one 

that cm be continually reinterpreted and reinvented over time. 

Phototherapy and healing narrative 

Spence's life changed dramatically in 1982 when cancer was 

discovered in one of her breasts during a routine check-up. She 

refused a total mastectomy and also radiotherapy, opting to have only 

a small portion of her breast removed. Spence (1995) remembers this 

perîod of her life as being fnghtening and confusing, full  of wild mood 

swings and memories of her own mother's breast cancer. She became 

very depressed and entertained thoughts of suicide. As Spence had 

become used to docwnenting the "dark side" of her life, by which 1 

mean the events that people normally edit out of the family album, she 

decided to record the experiences of her time in hospital. She writes: 

1 used my camera as a third eye, almost as a separate part 
of me which was ever watchful: analy&al and critical, yet 
remaining attached to the emotional and fnghtening 
experiences 1 was undergoing. As a woman whose mother 
was euthanased for the same illness, 1 felt like an avenging 
angel as 1 took my thirteen rolls of f h  in the hospital, 
ostensibly for my family album. By the time 1 had finished, I 
had no dear idea what 1 had photographed. (pp. 130-13 1) 

The images recorded daily life in the hospital, including the consultant's 
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ward rounds and her breast "marked up for amputation" (p. 131). 

She recalls that the consultation -- when she was advised to have 

a mastectomy -- took less than five minutes (Spence, 1995). Afterwards 

she discovered that she had. without her knowledge, been a part of a 

national research trial involving many other women. Spence had been 

matched up with another woman who had similar symptoms: the 0th 

woman was advised to have a lumpectomy whereas Spence was 

advised to have a total mastectomy (p. 131). This horrifying experience 

taught Spence that she had "to become assertive" and to research her 

illness in order to increase her chances of recovery (p. 131). Out of 

Spence's struggle to understand her illness came the technique of 

photo therapy, which she developed in conjunction with her friend, Rosy 

Martin 

Spence (1995) c a s  phototherapy the "seeing cure" (p. 150) and 

thinks of it as one of the "heaüng arts" (p. 165). She describes it as 

"the making visible of psychic reaüty" and as "self-documentation" 

(p. 16 5). Unlike documentary photography, phototherapy is concemed 

pritnarily with understanding the fictions and fantasies of our own 

psychic and soaal histories and how they impact our mental and 

physical health (p. 105). Phototherapy affords a way of aclaiow1edging 

repressed mernories and feelings, and allowing them to resurface. This 

is achieved by "reinventing the farnily album" so as to include our 

previously edited and censored experiences and fantasies (p. 165). 
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The photographie image may cause a viewer to tap deep into her 

own unconscious, to remember events that have been long forgotten, 

to feel powerfil! ernotions, to explore the boundaries of her existence, 

or to bring about self-awaseness and personal growth. Visual 

metaphors may allow a viewer to identify with an image; to effect a 

catharsis; to mode1 alternative behaviours and ways of being, thereby 

faciütating a cognitive shift; or to share in a universal experience. The 

phototherapist recognizes that these responses, which may allow the 

viewer to experience life on a deeper level, can be used as a catalyst 

for self-examination, new understanding, dialogue and change. 

The images produced in phototherapy c m  later be used in a 

varïety of ways. For example, they cm be used as "personal icons to 

carry with us at a time of crisis" (Spence, 1995, p. 165), or as a visual 

diary of our therapy that allows us "to have a better dialogue with 

ourselves and the world" (p. 16 5). Alternativdy, the images can be 

made public for the purpose of political lobbying (as in documentary 

photography) or used as material for creating art. 

Spence's and Martin's phototherapy sessions were always 

collaborative, and were conducted in a spirit of playfulness. The playful 

aspect of this kind of work is crucial to what Spence (1995) called 

"unconsciousness-raisingST (p. 166). The childlike, playful approach to 

phototherapy allows the adult to dress up and act out frightening 

scenarios in comparative psychic safety. 



66 
Play is . . . the activity which enables a child to reach psychic 
equilibrium. In playing, the child extemalizes and works out 
the differïng trends of her interna1 psychic Me. Children act 
out their own roles and those of their parents. moving 
across subject positions. Children gather objects from the 
world and use these in their fantasies, 'playing out' 
fragmented experiences, which are transf ormed and 
become under their controL Working through these deep 
feelings, from the position of power and connol, as 
opposed to being acted upon, a child can resolve the 
conflicts of powerlessness within the farnily, and l e m  how 
to become a social being. (p. 166) 

Thus, the a i .  of these p l a m  therapy sessions is empowerment and 

p sychic tram f ormation. 

The collaborative nature of phototherapy also allows the 

participants to act out the many gazes that "control, objecnfy, define 

and mirror identities to us" (Spence, 1995, p. 167). As the therapeutic 

gaze is supportive and accepting, a person can redefine herself, 

becoming an "active subject of her own dissonant history" (p. 169). 

Like Chicago (1975), Spence (1995) believes that the oppressive 

conditions of many women's lives are such that they must contain and 

repress th& anger and depression, instead of being able to use these 

feelings to fuel action (p. 165). Spence believes that most women's 

anger is 'so well contained that eventually many of us become silenced 

or iu" (p. 165). Phototherapy can break through silence to the causes of 

depression and anger by deliberately provohg  resisting behaviour. in 

this manner the therapy aJlows an understanding of the ways in which 

we have "been taught to be self-censoring" (p. 190). Spence hopes that 
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the expression of anger in the safety of a phototherapy session can be 

a rehearsal for the expression of "a more politicized and collective 

angern (p. 188). She calls this developing the "visual voice" (p. 188). 

This voice asks a multiplicity of questions: 

'Who is this "1" who 1 seem to be?' 'How do 1 h o w  that?' 
'How did 1 become her?' '1s she fact or fiction?' By 
extension other questions can then be formulated: 'Who are 
other people?' 'By what set of processes do 1 know that?' 
Finally it is feasible to ask 'To which groups do 1 choose to 
be allied rather than assigned?' (Spence, 1995, p. 196) 

By asking these questions it is possible to explore the "fracnired and 

multiple, mobile and discontinuous," ever changing iCentities that we 

assume (p. 196). Spence calls the hundreds of images which remain 

after therapy has been completed "an archaeological matrix" (p. 186). 

By reordering the pho tographic material within this mat* one can 

create further mini-narratives that reflect the psychic reality of the 

moment. 

So what did Spence do with the hundreds of images that she had 

made while in hospital for her lumpectomy? Spence (1995) reaüzed that 

the images spoke of her terror and a "complete loss of dignity and 

power, followed by repressed rage at the ways in which I was silenced -- 

professionally 'managed' from asking questions about my fate" (p. 131). 

She wanted to give voice to her anger at the way she had been treated 

as a guinea pig in a sùentific experiment. By sharing her wounds, 

Spence explores the "political and thmapeutic power of personal 
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storytelling" (p. 133). 

Spence created an exhibition entitled "The picture of health?" 

using this extremely personai material from her hospital stay and 

subsequent phototheraphy sessions. For example, we see her before 

surgery as she pulls back her dressing gown to reveal the diseased 

breast marked with black ink; and we see her dressed as a powerless 

baby during a therapy session. Spence placed these "private" 

photographs next to more "public" images of the medical 

establishment. She writes: 

1 created a double narrative, juxtaposing a critique of the 
cancer industry with enlargements of my hospitalization 
snapshots. I wanted to make visible self-help methods of 
caring, as well as details on how to d e t o w ,  physically and 
mentally. To provide a sense of personal historical 
context, 1 included such symbols as my mother's death 
certificate, presented agains t f amily snapshots which 
categorically seemed to deny any notion of illness in the 
family. (Spence, 1995, p. 132) 

By juxtaposing the public and the private narratives she highüghts the 

dissonance between the two sets of images. For example, we see 

perfectly "normal" family snapshots of a srnihg JO Spence, and pictures 

of the "diseased" Spence in a hospital setting. The viewer becomes 

aware of the contradictions and oppositions beween the two 

narratives and is placed in a critical situation. The normally passive 

viewer must therefore take an active role in deciphering the "real" story, 

the story that exists in the silences which Spence has structured in the 

series of images. Of course, there is no one real story, but a 



multiplicity of possible interpretations. 

Spence uses a similar technique in the exhibition called 

"Narratives of dis-ease." In one of the images from this exhibition, a 

terrifïed Spence (1995) stands in a hospital gown ciutching a teddy bear 

(p. 206). Juxtaposed with this image is the picture, Eupected, where a 

nude Spence mirrors cultural expectations by ignoring h a  disease and 

putting on sexy, red shoes. In another image, Euiled, she pulls back her 

hospital gown to reveâl her badly scarred breast and ovenveight body; 

she has scrawled the word "MONSTER" across her chest in large, black 

letters. The myriad of emotions refïect the complex fragments of 

Spence's identity as a breast cancer patient. The viewer soon begins to 

wonder why western medicine almos t comple tely ignores the body/mind 

connections in health and illness. 

Before being able to exhibit such provocative images, Spence 

(1995) had to corne to terms with the personal issue of whether she, as 

an ovenveight, ageing women, had the right to exhibit her body in 

images that would be made public. How wodd these images be 

received in a society so flooded with the commercial images of 

pomography and fashion? Spence came to the conclusion that she 

wanted to share her personal healing narratives with the general public- 

By refusing to hide her ihess ,  her body or her shame, Spence is 

breahg cultural taboos. She also confronts her personal pain by 

shattering her fantasies of an idealized self. U m e  pomographic 



70 
images, Spence's images are frequently so shockhg in their intensity 

that they deny the viewer the satisfaction of the voyeur's gaze. The 

viewer finds it hard to remain uninvolved or unmoved by the images, 

but at the same time wiU not want to identlfy with them. Thus. viewing 

these pictures will probably cause a certain amount of discomfort. 

By creating images of herself as the Monstrous Other, Spence 

(1995) engages in a "shamanistic act of sharing" (p. 198). However, she 

recognizes that other people do not always interpret her work in this 

way. She writes that there ma): be: 

an unevenness of the individual viewer's abiüty to 
comprehend, or face up to, ways in which 1 have both 
dinically and emotionally scrutinized and taken apart my 
own history (leaving aesthetic debris littered everywhere). 
Much of the previous work has been desaibed as in %ad 
taste', 'unsuitable for galleries', 'revolting', 'ugly', 
'narcissis tic' and 'obsessive' . (p. 19 8) 

These criticisms often hurt Spence deeply. However, it was her peers' 

rejection of the keynote address which she gave at the first National 

Conference of Photography that hurt her the most. Her paper on 

issues of dass and power was desaibed as "inadequate" by audience 

members (p. 98). Spence thought of this experience as one of the 

most scaning events of her adult life (p. 97). Afterwards she retreated 

from the world of photography to concentrate on her battle against 

breast cancer. 

Why dtd Spence continue to create and exhibit her healing 

narratives if they were so often misunderstood by art critics and other 
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casud obse~ers? Spence writes: 

I can't Say in all this that 1 ever expected to bave my life,' 
but rather to learn to live with myself and be ready for my 
eventual death. (p. 13 5) 

For example, when Spence discovered that she had leukaemia, she 

immediately sank into a suicida1 depression. She decided to create 

personal narratives that would allow her to become better acquainted 

with death, thereby reducing her fear of it. This emotionally moving 

work celebrates, "mourns, accuses and attempts to healn by talang an 

ecological and global view of illness (p. 219). 

Although Spence's final work is deeply personal, it may be 

interpreted as a political statement, a protest against the way 

patriarchal medicine "manages" death as if it were a disease. In the 

"Death ritualsn series (1991-1992), Spence shows how new Iife will spring 

from her decomposed remains, thereby making connections between 

her own coming death and the sacred cycles of life. 

Conclusion 

Although there are many differences between Chicago's and 

Spence's work, these two artists do have much in cornmon. Both hope 

their feminist art could enable women to achieve personal and political 

changes for the better. They both think of their visual narratives as  

being educational, mmsformative and healing in nature. These three 

qualities seem to be tightly intertwined in theh narratives. The power of 
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Chicago's and Spence's healùig images seems to corne from th& ability 

to play with the viewer's empathic responses, relying as they do on 

shock or delight. Are we being healed or manipulated? I shall address 

tbis and other questions in chapters four and five. 



cHAPTER4 

THE WOUNDED HEALERS: AN ANALYSIS OF THE MSUAL 

NARRATIVES OF CHICAGO AND SPENCE 

Like Persephone, Chicago and Spence have joumeyed d o m  to the 

undenvorld in search of lmowledge of the powerful, dark feminine. 

Theh visual narratives tell of perilous journeys characterized by 

" seemingly endless . . . wandering, grief, and rage; of dethroning Iangs; 

of looking for the lost piecesn (Murdock, 1990, p. 8). This journeying 

could be described as a process of "deep remembering" (Hultgren, 

1990, p. 2). "Deep remembering" ultimately leads to the development of 

a person's social awareness. According to Gramsci (cited by Spence, 

1995)' the beginning of social awareness is the acknowledgement of 

who one really is; it is "knowing thyself as a product of the historical 

process to date, which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, 

without leaving an inventory" (p. 96). 

When Chicago and Spence acknowledge the& own experiences 

and tell their own stories through the process of making art, they are 

engaging in soaal and political, as well as personal, acts. By 

transforming their thoughts and mernories into visual narratives they 

are examining their implicit social knowledge about the nature of the 

feminine. These visual narratives break the cultural silences imposed 

on women by the patriarchal world. This is a healing and subversive 
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act. By articulamg and refusing her status as victim or second dass 

citizen, a woman actually threatens the implicit social howledge of the 

dominant culture, the status quo: a Mctimizer always "needs the victim 

to create ûuth" (Taussig, 1987, p. 8). 

The visual narratives of Chicago and Spence subvert and 

undermine the authority of the patriarchal master narrative -- the 

stories about what is real, normal, acceptable and m e  in western 

souety -- and foster the process of healing on several levels. On a 

basic level, the feminist art of Chicago and Spence shows women as 

being intellectually capable of creative activity. It also serves to show 

that women's experience is a subject worthy of high art. These may 

seem like absurd statements, but in Chicago's (1996a) expience, as 

well as my own, most high school and University art history prograrns 

and most museums and galleries promote official and hidden curricula 

that give the opposite impression. They may present women as being 

ungfted, unproductive and second-rate in terms of creativity, and often 

convey the message that women's diverse realities are no t suitable 

artistic subject matter in the realm of high culture. 

On another ievel, within this feminist narrative structure women 

can tell their stories and hear the stories of other women. Chicago and 

Spence have helped to create a space where women can play with new 

s tory plo tlines and develop alternative self-s tories, s tories which feel 

more authentic and ring tme to a woman's own experiences. The 
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stories that have for so long been thought of as obscene or 

insignificant are stories of rape and violence, stories of shame, fear 

and anger, but also of love, pleasure, desire and joy. They are not really 

new at all; they are merely stories that women have been discouraged 

from telling. in the past, women may have been prevented from telling 

their stories for several reasons, such as shame in the face of 

paniarchal social mores, or lack of a receptive audience. 

Both Chicago (1985) and Spence (1995) have used the word "void" 

to desuibe the abscence of women's voices concerning issues such as  

childbirth and breast cancer. When Chicago (1993) began to plan "The 

birth projectn she spoke of the diffidties of "filling an iconographie 

voidn (p. 4). Despite extensive research she could not find any visual 

images of childbirth in western art. Spence encountered similar 

difficulties when she began to explore her personal experience of 

breast cancer in her art. Although much of her previous work had been 

concerned wlth subverting patnarchal representations of the female 

nude, for Spence (1995) "to leap suddenly into something as taboo as 

breast cancer was lüre fachg a void" (p. 213). 

The visual narratives of Chicago and Spence break new ground. 

In th is  respect, the work of Chicago and Spence may be seen as 

emancipatory and tramformative, and may be interpreted as healing 

narrative -- healing for the artists themselves, for the women who work 

with them in the creation of the art, and for the women who personally 
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identify with the art. 

To a certain extent, the art of Chicago and Spence may possess 

a certain universal appeal for women as their images focus on the 

biological similarities of females. Both artists use the iconography of 

the female body in the& art, but in a way that is quite different from the 

way it is used in most pomography and in the tradition of the high art 

female nude. According to Giroux (1994), education takes place in 

"diverse sites and spaces" (p. x); 1 believe that the body can also be 

thought of as an educational site. After dl, the curriculum of my life is 

"the history my body has lived" ( R o m ,  1987, p. 2). 

In our society, females live with the fear of potential rape and 

sexual violence. Exmeme violence is like the epicentre of a huge shock 

wave; it affects people removed in time and space from the actual 

event. So even those women who are not themselves victims or 

survivors of rape and sexual violence cm be said to suffer from the 

effects of this violence. Raven (1988) has called rape and abuse 

"unwanted educationn (p. 167). That is precisely what sexual violence is. 

The survivors do leam something from the experience, horrible and 

repudiating though the lesson might be, and so do the other women 

who bear witness to the survivors. 

Comgan (1987) writes that "language embodies power never more 

s trongly/magically than where it renders bodies powerless" (p. 7). 

Language, including the language of the visual image, can be used as a 
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powerful weapon. The stories of a culture, the fictional representation 

of "nuth," in the form of visual or textual narrative, can be used as a 

"high-powered medium of domination" (Taussig, 198 7, p. 12 1). The 

tyranny of the visual image may render a woman's body her prison 

(Wolf, 1990). Women must be s b y  and big-breasted, tall and petite, 

enticing and virtuous, childlike and sexually knowing, Wginal and 

motherly, and so on. The strain of nying to be al1 these things at once 

consumes a woman's time and depletes her vital energy. Feminist 

artists, such as Chicago and Spence, have created images that 

admowledge how women's bodies have been used as sites of 

patriarchal oppression. 

For example, Chicago frequently uses vulval and vaginal imagery 

in her work. To make the vagina the subject of a work of art is to make 

a powerful political statement. The vagina, so fkedy represented in 

pornographie publications and so unrepresented in paMarcha1 high art, 

is being reclaimed by women artists as a sacred source of pleasure, 

female identity, "interior howledge and matriachal power" (Nead, 1992, 

p. 67). Through her use of vaginal irnagery Chicago acknowledges the 

hidden and the culturally forbidden aspects of women's lives. She 

transgresses "malestream" noms, thereby creating a cultural breathing 

space for women where feminist ideas can flourish. When women 

artists create visual representations of theh own bodies, they can begin 

to represent their own desires, thereby disowning the desires projected 
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ont0 them by patriarchal culture. This can be an empowering 

expHence -- for the female artist and for the female viewer. 

But is a feminist image of a vulva any different from a Hustler 

Mage of a vulva? What is the difference, indeed is there any difference, 

between this kind of art and pom? The question of whether or not an 

image is considered art, pomography, or both depends on several 

criteria, such as: the role of the artist in the production and control of 

the image; the viewer's response to the image; and the language of the 

critic. 

The viewer's interpretation and response cannot be controlled by 

the artist. In our soaety any image of a naked woman carries with it a 

great deal of excess cultural baggage. The viewer may perceive and 

even enjoy the iconography of pomography, rather than seeing the 

feminist work of art as a subversive political statement. Although 1 

believe that Chicago's and Spence's artistic endeavours are worthwhile, 

1 must admowledge that their art is not to everyone's taste. There WU 

always be people who disapprove of the sexual content of this art, and 

people who confuse the liberating and heaüng aspects of feminist art 

with the destrucive, s d s t  pomography so prevalent in Westem 

soaety. 

Pos t-modem diversity allows space for alternative 

reconsideration of the "obscene." Until recently, erotic visual 

representations of the female nude in Western culture, including many 
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high art images, were usually considered by feminists to be destructive 

images of violation or denigration. But Chicago's and Spence's visual 

narratives liberate "the power of pornography and put it in the service 

of a critique of current sexual relations, terrorizing the imagination with 

a world of social and gender mobility" (Ross, 1994, p. 232). Their art is 

radical and subversive: it transgresses the social, political, and semal 

boundaries which are upheld by patnardial society. 

1 believe that a .  ancient tradition of obscenity, the "sacred 

obscene," has now been revived (Estes, 1992, p. 33 5). Unlike the 

patriarchd, master narrative of the female nude, the sacred obscene 

celebrates the wise, witty, lewd, sexual and spiritual aspects of 

women's lives. The ancient, matriarchal cultures of Europe and Asia 

Minor saw the sacred obscene as a powerful source of heaüng energy 

and wisdom. Indeed, the sacred obscene was an aspect of goddess- 

worshipping religions. 

In ancient Greece, for example, people worshipped a goddess of 

obscenity called Baudo. She was descended from the obscene 

goddesses of other, much older traditions. According ro Estes (1992), 

big-bellied Baudo, the Dirty Goddess, saw with her nipples and spoke 

with her vulva. It was her role to lift the spirits, to banish depression 

and dissipate anger through the use of bawdy humour. The sacred 

obscene helps release unwanted emotions, bring back old mernories, 

and recharge the sexual and sensual energy in a woman's body. It is 
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these healing aspects of the obscene which make it sacred. Yet, in our 

society women often feel shame and guilt when Baudo wiggles her way 

into their Lives. 

Baudo is not the only goddess who speaks from between her 

legs. At Catal H u m  a matriarcha1 society which flourished around 

7,000 B.C. in what is now known as Turkey, there is an icon high on a wall 

which shows the goddess with her legs spread wide. Between this 

goddess's legs is a "nether mouth," which represents the mouth of an 

oracle (Estes, 1992). The vulva was believed to be a source of sacred 

tnith, knowledge and wisdom. The frequent predominance of vaginal 

imagery in feminist art recalls this long tradition of the sacred obscene 

wiîh aU of its wit and wisdom. 

Because the sacred obscene was an empowering aspect of 

maaiarcha1 goddess religions, it was bmtally suppressed by succeeding 

patriarchal cultures until it was almost completely erased from history 

(Gadon, 1989; Sjoo & Mor, 1991). For example, the earliest works of art 

were sacred images of the Earth Mother. The Paleolithic artist who 

created the tiny Venus of Willendorf carved the figure of a fertile, 

pregnant woman with large hips and breasts. Although the figure is 

faceless and has only spindly arms and legs, the artist was c a r e N  to 

detail the pubic area. Paleolithic Earth Mother figurines seem to be 

symbolic images of the "mysterious power of the fernale to create life 

out of herself, and to sustain it" (Sjoo & Mor, 1991, p. 46). They 
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celebrate the Paleolithic belief in the great womb of the earth from 

which all life is bom and to which all life retunis when it dies. However, 

the male archaeologists who unearthed and studied these figurines 

thought of them as purely pomographic objects made by men for the 

enjoyment of men. It is only recently that feminist archaeologists, such 

as Marija Gimbutas (1982) and Merlin Stone (1976), have been able to 

reconsider the nature of prehistoric art. adaiowledging its importance 

in these ancient cultures. 

Feminist scholars have also rernarked on the similarities between 

contemporary feminist imagery and the art of ancient European, 

goddess-worshipping cultures (Gadon, 1989; Sjoo & Mor, 1991). Some 

believe that the renaissance of the sacred obscene in feminist art is an 

outward sign that women are beginning to re-establish deeper contact 

with the divine ferninine. They clatm that this contact is essential for 

the spintual health of women, and for the planet as a whole (Donaldson, 

1996; Gadon, 1989; Orenstein, 1990; Sjoo & Mor, 1991). 

Over the last thirty years, artists such as Judy Chicago, JO Spence, 

Louise Bourgois, Suzanne Santoro, Nancy Spero and Carolee 

Schneemann, have drawn on the power of the sacred obscene to bring 

voice, sanity, health, joy and laughter to theV art and politics (Gadon, 

1989). Feminist art, embodying the sacred obscene, transgresses the 

social, political, and sexual boundaries which are upheld by mainstream 

patriarchal society. Estes (1992) believes the word "obscene" may have 
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derived from the old Hebrew, ob, which means sorceress (p. 335). 1 

believe that like anaent sorceresses, ferninist artists are tapping into 

the magical and heaüng power of the sacred obscene. Indeed, both 

Chicago and Spence have stated that they strive to teach, to heal and 

to transform through their art. 

Chicago's belief that each of us has a duty to become a healer of 

the world is drawn fkom the Jewish philosophy of tikkun, which means 

to heal or to mend the world (Chicago, 1993). Her personal belief in 

tikkun is hghlighted in h a  stained glass work Rainbow Shabbat which 

is a part of 'The Holocaust project." In Rainbow Shabbat a woman 

offers a prayer, as is customary at the beginning of the Shabbat 

ceremony. The prayer, which Chicago has incorporated into the image, 

is a poem by a woman survivor of the Theresienstadt concentration 

camp. It reads: 

Heal those broken souls 
who have no peace 
and lead us al1 
fkom darkness into light. 
(Chicago, 1993, p. 139) 

Chicago describes the whole of "The Holocaust projectn as "an 

invocation: a prayer for human awakening and global transformation" 

(p. 138). 

The Jewish philosopher Fmil Facken'tieirn (1994) believes that this 

heabg process, or tikkun, cannot begin without an awareness that 

something has been broken, or without a sense of immanent "rupturen 
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(p. 253). Chicago tries to make people aware of the broken parts of 

our souety, and aims to "rupture" o u  everyday understanding of the 

world with her art. This is most obvious in some of her early works. 

For example, in two of Chicago's performance pieces from 1970. 

women perform repetitive housework; in one of the pieces a woman 

scrubs the floor. and in the other a woman irons a sheet. Chicago 

(1975) reports that some members of the audience left the 

performances "angry that they should have to watch a woman iron, 

unwilling to look at what women really do with their timen (p. 123). In Red 

flag (1971) Chicago depicts a dose-up view of a woman pulling a 

bloody tampon from her vagina. She tackles a social taboo by 

exposing the secret, private world of mensmmtion. The reality of 

women's lives is not usually regarded as suitable subject matter for 

high art; it is often thought of as boring or mundane, and sometimes 

eve. shameful or disgusting. Chicago thinks otherwise. 

Spence also tries to puncnire cultural biases and prejudices with 

her art. She directly challenges and decentres the dominant ideologies 

of femininity with powerful, and often disturbing, images of the fernale 

body. in feminist art the transgressive, grotesque, female nude is 

frequently "old, pregnant, horny, loud, fat, sloppy and drunk, and is 

telling the authorities to get fuckedn (Tudcer, 1994, p. 3 2). Such images 

of the female nude subvert the sanitized voyeurism inherent in the 

sublime female nude of Western high art. One important aim of 
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feminist art is to present women's diverse socio-economic and culnird 

reaüties by reveaüng the subjective experiences of menstruation, aging, 

class, race, ethnicity, physical disfigurement, disease, disability, and 

sema1 preference. Thus, it is precisely those who are marginal to the 

dominant culmal power who become the focus of this art. 

To this end, Spence (1995) takes on the persona of the "Cultural  

Sniper, capable of appearing anywhere in any guisen (p. 162). In the 

picture entitled Cultural Sniper (1990) Spence, warpaint smeared over 

her body, snarls at the viewer through a black mask She takes aim at 

the viewer's smug pretmions with a slingshot. In Spence's other 

images the Cultural Sniper is transformeci into a withered hag (Crone, 

drca 1989), or a monster-woman whose saggïng, naked body bears the 

scars of a partial mastectomy (Not our class?, 1989). In another work, 

Greedy (1989). she presents herself guzzling candy, her mouth covered 

with chocolate. The Cultural Sniper, in ail her guises, subverts the 

sanitized voyeurism of the high art nude and the airbrushed Playboy 

pin-up. She confronts us with our fear of ageing, illness, and death. She 

is the Other who smikes terror into our hearts. 

Spence (1 995) describes her artistic practice as "sharnanistic" 

(p. 163). Like the sharnan, the "wounded healer," she makes her psychic 

wounds visible and shares them with the viewer. Taussig (1987) writes: 

It is an enchanmg and empowering notion that, in strikhg 
contrast to what we might call the scientifïc mode1 of 
healing and sickness on which the University training of 
doctors is now based, folk healers and shamans embark on 
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their careers as a way of healing themselves. The 
resolution of their illness is to become a healer, and their 
pursuit of this calling is a more or less persistent battle 
with the forces of illness that lie within them as much as in 
their patients. It is as if serious illness were a sign of 
powers awakening and unfolding a new path for them to 
follow. . . . The cure is to become a curer. in being healed 
he [sic] is also becoming a healer. (p. 447) 

The boundaries between the shaman-healer and the patient are blurred 

and indistinct. This is evident in Spence's collaborative work, 

"Narratives of dis-ease," where she shares her subjective experiences 

of breast cancer with the viewer of her visual narratives. She depicts 

herself as a terrified, weeping child before her masectomy, and as a 

scarred monster after the surgery. The shattering combination of 

Spence's shame, rage, fear, pain, and grief may be deeply disturbing for 

the viewer. 

indeed, Chicago and Spence are often dehberately shocking in the 

way they break women's silences and smash patriarchal taboos. This 

momentary nansgression, in which a woman stands apart from her 

everyday persona, allows room for the creation of a small space in 

which alternative realities may take root. Ln this sense, the violently 

transgressive and the disturbingly obscene may be thought of as 

possessing magical, healing qualities. Chicago's and Spence's 

deliberate use of shock tactics to awaken new realizations in the viewer 

has parallels with the heaüng journeys of certain shamanic traditions. 

In many shamanic traditions, such as Tibetan shamanism, m e m e  
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shame, grief and fear are used by the shaman to facilitate heaüng, that 

is, the transformation of consciousness (HaLifax, 1988). These 

techniques are similar to the process of ahnation created by the use 

of the Brechtian VerFemdungse ffe k t Through the use of alienating 

shock tactics the artist rnay take the viewer on a joiimey into the 

"void." Taussig (1987) calls this "wallang in the space of death" (p. 449) 

and urges us to "think of this space of death as a threshold" (p. 448). 

The journey into the void rnay be confusing and frightening. The 

traveller has no way of knowing the destination before she sets out on 

it, so she rnay wish that she had stayed at "home" with al1 that is 

comfortable and familiar. The shamanic, healing joumey is an 

experience that allows the spirit to awaken, so that a person rnay move 

away Rom "conventional notions of the meaning of Me to a more direct 

experience of the really real" (Christ, 1980, p. 18). Christ (1980) 

believes that the journey rnay shatter: 

an old self, and the mystic who faces nothingness Bsks 
becomhg lost there -- the conventional supports of the self 
shattered but l a m g  the revelation that could lead to the 
creation of a new self on the other side of nothingness. 
For a woman the risk is that when the patriarchal definitions 
of her being are stripped away, she will be faced with 
radical freedom: she will have no dear guidelines to tell her 
how to act. She must have courage, clearsightedness, and 
awareness of the consequences of her choices or she rnay 
lose herself. (p. 3 1) 

Thus, the shamanistic aspects of Chicago's and Spence's art have the 

power to deswoy as well as to transform and create. It is no wonder 
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that many women cornter the intentionally disturbing and shocking 

aspects of this art with strong resistance. 

Indeed. much postmodem art has an aggressive renegade quality 

to it, a feeling that "everything is up for grabs, especially the nile that 

serious art can't be funny" (Tanner, 1994, p. 10). One only needs to 

think of Spencers Libido uprising and Chicago's Red flag to realize that 

these artists also make use of humour in their art. Chicago and Spence 

are drawing on the Qadition which Bakhtin (1994) calls the 

carnivalesque. 

This tradition, which 1 believe is a dose relative -- perhaps a 

granddaughter -- of the sacred obscene, uses humour to free creative 

energy and rebalance the health of the psyche. Stallybrass and White 

(1994) cite Barber in their analysis of the role of humour in the carnival 

tradition: 

A satumahan attitude. assumed by a clear-cut gesture 
toward liberty, brings mirth, an accession of wanton vitality. 
In terms of Freud's analysis of wit, the energy normally 
occupied in maintaining inhibition is freed for celebration. 
(P. 288) 

Humour is also seen as a means of aeating "solidarity among the 

disenfranchised by bringing the enemy down to size and 

distancing oneself from one's own oppositionn (Tucker, 1994, 

p. 40). Thus, carnivalesque laughter, where soual noms are 

parodied and playfully turned upside down, may be interpreted as 

"oppositional practicen (Taussig, 1987, p. 466). 1 see the humour 



of Chicago and Spence as an act of healing and survival; they are 

engaghg in what Rich (19 79) would call "revisioning" (p. 3 5). If 

done with humour, the transgressive act of revisioning can be 

successfully used to dissolve the pain of past hurts and 

injus tices. 

Clearly, the art of Chicago and Spence is often highly ambivalent; 

it is at once mortifying and revivifying, humiliating and Me-giving. This 

also makes it a part of the Bakhtinian carnivalesque. The sublime 

female nude of European high art has no place in this tradition. Indeed, 

Spence's grotesque Cultural Sniper might be considered the 

quintessential embodiment of the carnivalesque. The grotesque nude 

of the camival tradition is typically exaggerated and over-abundant, 

fertile and decaying, fecund and pregnant, emphasizing bodily orifices 

and natural bodily functions. According to Bakhtin (1994), the 

grotesque is characterized by "degradation, that is the lowering of all 

that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, 

to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity" (p. 205). 

In The dinner Party, Chicago's use of the vulval f o m  invokes the 

sacred force of the divine ferninine. In the carnivalesque tradition, the 

genital orifice has a cosmic, universal significance, representing "a point 

of transition in a life eternally renewed, the inexhaustible vesse1 of 

death and conception" (Bakhtin, 1994, p. 234). However, in 

contemporary, Western culture the vulva has lost this universal, sacred 
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sigmficance, so Chicago's (1996b) The dinner Party has been 

described as pornographie, and condemned for being nothing more 

than vaginas on plates. Because of the conûoversial nature of its 

iconography, many major art galleries refused to exhibit The dinner 

Party. But over one mülion women have seen The dinner party 

installation, mainly in alternative exhibition spaces staff ed by 

volunteers, and have responded to the exhibit with warmth and 

enthusiasm. The universal, cosmic symholism of Chicago's art clearly 

has great appeal to large numbers of women. 

This symbolism is even more overt in Chicago's "The birth 

project." Once again, the female figures of this series embody the 

Bakhtinîan grotesque. Unüke the sublime female nude, Bakhtîn (1994) 

characterizes the grotesque female nude as merging "with various 

natural phenornena, with moutains, rivers, seas, islands and 

continents" . . . so that they . . . "fYl the entire universe" (p. 234). 

Chicago (1985) describes "The birth projectn as a "metaphor for the 

birth of the universe and for life itself"' (p. 13). Thus, "The birth project" 

tells the story of the Great Goddess creation myth, and links women to 

the forces and cycles of nature. 

Although many feminists reject the traditional identification of 

wornan with nature, both Chicago and Spence make this connection in 

their visual narratives. In Spence's work Indwsmalization (1988) she 

stands with her back to the camera in a landscape ravaged by 
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elecnicity pylons and freeways. She has compared the treatment of her 

body, which was at that time sick with breast cancer, to the desmiction 

of the earth: 

My body was like the land, depleted of a l l  nourishment, 
W e d  with chernicals over the years, carved up, pushed 
around, outside my conwol. (Coward & Spence, 1986, p. 30) 

Chicago and Spence suggest through their use of images that women 

should not sever their cultural identification with nature, but that 

instead they should choose to value and celebrate this connection. 

In "The Holocaust project," Chicago explores the connections 

between the Holocaust and destructive, patriarchal power smmures. 

In The fall, a work which is part of "The Holocaust project," the original 

fall from grace occurs when the muent, peaceful matciarcha1 cultures 

were ruthlessly wiped out by warring, patriarchal invaders. Chicago 

depicts the Holocaust as the logical outcome of patriarchal values. 

Chicago and Spence believe that the future health of humanity and, 

ultirnately, of the planet depends on our ablilty to nwture our 

connections with the feminine and with nature, and to recognize and 

respect the interconnectedness of all Me. 

Chicago's and Spence's art embodies and activates archetypa1 

images of the goddess and the eternal feminine. By making a 

connection with the mythc, the divine and the powerful, feminist art 

"invites dialogue and transforms culture" (Raven, 1988, p. 23). The art 

of Chicago and Spence allows women to explore their commonalities as 
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well as th& differences and as such can be regarded as an aesthetic 

of possibility as opposed to an aesthetic of oppression. 

The archetypes of the good fairy, the hag/crone, virgin, mother, 

monster/mad woman, the goddesses of birth, Life and creation, as well 

as the goddesses of death and destniction ali appear in the visual 

narratives of Chicago and Spence. A woman does not necessarily have 

to be a crone or mother in order to explore the powerful symbolic 

content of such imagery. These puzzling images allow the mind to  play 

with a multiplicity of interpretations. They invite the viewer to unlock 

the deeper sigmficance of these feminine archetypes. 

For example, the crone archetype may prompt a woman to think 

about her inner wisdom, the ageing process and death, or her own body 

image, whereas the archetype of the mad woman may stimulate 

thoughts and feelings about the oppressive aspects of normality and 

sanity within our culture, and the consequences for women who 

transgress these boundaries or who express anger because of them. 

These visual narratives may provide material for dreams, for the 

subconscious, to work on. They may also act as a catalyst for the 

viewer, male or female, to ask him or herself important questions about 

western patriarchal culture. They allow the viewer to playfully consider 

the many masks she wears, thereby helping to reveal the viewer's 

implicit social knowledge. It is the shaman-artist who provides a space 

where these often contradictory and deviant possibilities may be 



The ultimate goal of the shaman is to lead people toward spiritual 

transcendeme by helping them to experience a vaster world, and the 

unity of the cosmos. Shamans think of heaüng as a process that may 

lead to the transformation of a person's consciousness, not the curing 

of a particular iuness (Kalweit, 1992). 1 believe that the tnily educational 

experience is, like the shamanic healing process, one which transforms 

a person's consciousness. The role of the traditional shaman is to heal 

and educate. Likewise. the art of Chicago and Spence heals and 

educates as it presents women with alternative realities and ways of 

being. Their visual narratives are radical and dangerous in the way that 

they undermine the authority of the pamiarchal master narrative, and 

open up a path toward a "new" social, cultural, political and spiritual 



TALES OF P O W :  THE PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF 

CHICAGO'S AND SPENCE'S HEAL.îNG NARRATIVES 

When 1 was a student of Art History I loved Degas' female nudes, 

mainly because 1 saw them as minoring my own experience. In this 

respect, they seemed unlike the hundreds of other female nudes that I 

had seen. Degas' nudes definitely do not f i t  comfortably within the 

high-art tradition of the fernale nude. This is how Feneon (uted by 

Lipton, 1986), a critic who was a contemporary of Degas, described 

Degas' female bathers: 

Crouching, gourd-like women fiu the bathtubs. . . . Hair 
falling down over her shoulders, breasts over her hips, belly 
over her thighs, limbs over their joints, a l l  of this makes 
this ugly woman -- seen fkom above lying on her bed with 
her hands pressed to her hams -- look like a series of 
rather swollen cylinders joined together. A woman seen 
from the front, on her knees is drymg herself, with her 
thighs wide open and her head sunk over the loose flesh of 
her torso. (p. 182) 

To many of Degas' contemporaries, these nudes were perceived as 

being grotesque, the complete opposite of Renoir's sublime female 

nudes. But 1 know that a woman's flesh does droop, and that, when she 

bends over, you c m  see the shape of the bones in the spine. 1 didn't 

think of these works as ugly. Instead, 1 felt grateful to Degas for 

creating an image of beauty that reflected my own perception of 

myself. 
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Without analyzing why, 1 responded to Degas' female bathers with 

what 1 can only describe as reverence. John Dewey (1934) explains this 

A work of art eliats and accentuates this quality of being a 
whole and of belonging to the larger, ail-inclusive whole 
which is the universe in which we live. This fact, I think, is 
the explanation of that feeling of exquisite intelligibility and 
clarity we have in the presence of an object that is 
experienced with esthetic intensity. It explains also the 
religious feeling that accompanies intense esthetic 
perception. We are, as it were, intcoduced into a world 
which is nevertheless the deeper reality of the world in 
which we live our ordinary experiences. We are carried out 
beyond ourselves to find ourselves. (p. 195) 

Clearly, art has the power to create strong visceral and emotional 

reactions in the viewer, often without the viewer ever knowing why. A 

transformation may occur. In this capacity, as an agent of change or 

transformation, an artist may be regarded as a teacher, trickster or 

even magician (Chalmers, 199 5). 

In many cultures the roles of teacher, Msionary, healer and 

magician are assumed by a single person: the shaman. In Western 

Europe, the shaman was often a wise woman, what we now would cal1 a 

witch. 1 believe that many feminist artists, Chicago and Spence 

induded, are drawing on the ancient archetype of the shaman in their 

work -- both consciously and unconsciously -- and are reclaiming many 

of the social, spiritual and political roles for which the shaman once had 

responsibility. Daly (1973) calls witches and shamans "social deviants 

whose power was feared" (p. 64). 1 feel that this is a fitting description 
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for Chicago and Spence. 

Chicago and Spence are soda1 deviants because they have 

rejected the dominant narratives of patriarchal culture which allot 

women the role of victim. They recognize that the status of males as a 

dominant class requires the acquiescence of females who consent to 

the oppressive situation (Daly, 1973). From a ferninist point of view, 

when a woman recognizes her complicity in patriarchal oppression and 

seeks alternative ways of acting and being she has begun a process of 

liber a tion. 

Mary Daly (1973) describes this process of liberation as healing. 

But no woman can undertake this healing process on her own. Each 

woman needs a sense of communal support on her healuig jouniey 

(Flores, 1996). The feminist narratives of Chicago and Spence may 

provide some of the support necessary for the long healing process. 

Th& images work to confront the visual narratives of patrïarchy, such  

as the female nude of high-art and the Playboy pin-up. Spence 

extemalizes the internalized patriarchal presence -- her sharne, fear and 

anger -- in her visual narratives, whereas Chicago creates powerful 

icons that affirm the beauty and strength of the female. 

Both Chicago's and Spence's healing narratives defy prevailing 

patriarchal standards by going beyond: 

the imposed definitions of %ad woman' and 'good woman,' 
beyond the categories of prostitute or wife. This is 
equivalent to assuming the role of witch and madwoman. 
Though this might be suicida1 if attempted in isolation, . . . 



when done in sisterhood it amounts to a collective 
repudiation of the scapegoat syndrome. (Daly, 1973, p. 66) 

Thus, the narratives of Chicago and Spence c m  be viewed as "an active 

encounter with the environment by means of posing options and 

alternatives, and an enlargement of present reality" (Le Guin, 1989, 

pp. 44-45). 

Spence (1995) realized that this posing of alternatives and 

choices is especially important in the education of high school 

students. After she had worked with students on identity projects she 

concluded that most teenagers have "a very fixed view of th& visual 

identity, th& sex roles and their class expectations" (p. 48). The 

difficulty lies in the fact that the school, like the rest of our society, is 

essentially a patriarchal space (Collins, 199 5; Griffiths, 1995). 

Educational institutions are part of an all-encompassing patriarchal 

system and as such usually act on students as mechanisms of 

socialization which reinforce the values of the larger society 

(Krishnamurti, 19 74). By the tirne most students have graduated from 

school they WU have absorbed the social, political, economic, gender, 

religious and nationalistic divisions particular to their culture. Many 

students are also oppressed and discriminated against because of 

these cultural divisions. 

Moreover, a "gap" exists between the official school curriculum 

and the lives of girls and women who find that the curriculum does not 

include their experiences. I felt this "gap" very keenly during my years in 
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school. This curricular "gap" reveals the parts of the story which have 

not been told in the collective cultural myth that we cal l  curridum. 

Somehow, women must find ways to write themselves into the story 

that is the CUITiculu~~l so that it will reflect their diverse experiences. 

Chicago's and Spence's healing narratives: a contribution to 

feminist pedagogical theory 

If a curridum worker wanted to create a more empowering 

curridum story, she rnight follow the route taken by both Spence and 

Chicago on their shamanic healing joumey. Their ûansformational 

joumeys each have four main stages. It seerns necessary to have 

experienced each stage fully before moving onto the next. 1 am not 

suggestuig that this joumey is linear, smooth or hierarchicai; much 

backeacking, cirding and looping will surely occur. 

First, the joumeyer awakens to the fact that the curriculum story 

does not express the realities of her own life story. This does not 

usually occur without the presence of a transfomative leaming 

experience. This leaniing experience may take many forms. 

The journeyer may become ill, either suddenly or gradually. For 

example, when a woman grows up and lives in a patriarchal culture, a 

culture that devalues all that is ferninine, a split may occur between the 

woman and her instinctual ferninine (Murdock, 1990). The symptoms of 

tbx injury include: 
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feeling extraordinarily dry, f atigued, hail, depressed, 
confused, gagged, muzzled, unaroused. Feeling ffightened, 
halt or weak, without inspiration, without animation, without 
soulfuùiess, without meaning, shame-bearing, chronically 
fuming, volatile, stuck, mcreative, compressed, crazed. 
(Estes, 1992, p. 11) 

What woman has riot felt these symptoms at one time or another? 

Perhaps the journeyer feels shame, anger or pain. Or perhaps she has a 

teacher who jolted her awake. Either way, the jounieyer's awakening is 

often caused by a discomforting, if not violent, event (Davis, 1993). 

This event, the learning experience, has the potential to lead to 

transformation because of the personal meaning that the joumeyer 

ascribes to it. 

1 am reminded of the feminist awakening of Joanie from the 

Doonesbury comic smip. Joanie, a conventional housewife, was serving 

food to her husband and his fnend when her husband gave her a loud 

slap on the behind and prodaimed: "My wife! 1 think I'll keep ha." At 

that moment something snapped deep within Joanie. She removed her 

apron and told her husband she needed to go outside for a moment. 

She walked to the highway at the end of her driveway then hitched a 

ride on a motorcycle, never to return again. She entered the void of the 

During the second phase, the joumeyer, like Joanie, enters "the 

void" in search of either a new self-story or a community that will 

support her story. Both Spence and Chicago entered a void (the 
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shamanic death space) when leaving behind the old pamiar chal narrative 

structures. In Spence's case she was trying to represent her own 

experiences of breast cancer, while Chicago was tryhg to find a way to 

represent the universal experience of birth. Entering the void is like 

entering a dark pit; it is a desperately lonely experience which may drive 

some into depression or to the brink of madness. Although, at this 

stage of the journey, a woman will find herself in a bleak and desolate 

place, she is at the most important stage in the healing jouniey. There 

is no niniing back. She will never be able to view her life as she had 

before her awakening. 

One could describe this stage in the healing jouniey as a form of 

exile or homelessness. When a woman already feels marginal to the 

culture, she may go willùlg1y into this voluntary exile. Other women may 

feel as though they have been pushed into it by circumstance. ïhis  

period of d e  allows a woman to view her former life and her former 

culture from a distance. In so doing, she gains greater self-laiowledge. 

JanMohamed (1992) writes of exile or homelessness, as being an 

enabling concept associated with the space in which individual 

subjectivities may thnve, a space apart from the collective 

subjectivities of the broader culture. He believes that psychic 

homelessness is: 

a space in which alternative acts and alternative intentions 
which are not yet articulated as a social institution or even 
project can survive. "Homelessness," then is a situation 
wherein utopian potentiality can endure. (JanMohamed, 



Even though the void of exile or homelessness rnay seem at first glance 

to be a totally negative experience, it does possess certain positive 

aspects. Estes (1992) writes that if the exiled woman "cannot find the 

culture that encourages her, then she usually decides to constnict it 

herself'" (p. 187). 

This leads to the third stage in the healing joumey, which is 

creativity. At tbis stage in the healing jouniey, Chicago and Spence 

were sti l l  full of doubts and uncertainties. But the energy generated by 

th& need to create kept the artists working hard and full of hope that 

leaming could corne from theh experiences. As with Chicago and 

Spence, this stage may involve collaborative work in an environment of 

mutual reciprocity. A joumeyer cannot do al1 her work in isolation; her 

sense of reality "depends upon some Iand of communal consent. It 

would be absurd to think that singly a woman cm win the stniggle for 

psychic wholeness" (Daly, 1973, p. 50). 

The goal of the sharnanic joumeyer at this point is to create a 

heaüng narrative which places her perception of reality at the centre of 

the plot. in the case of the curriculum worker or student, this means 

decentring the curriculum so that one no longer speaks from the 

margins, thereby giving full expression to one's subjective experiences 

(Hughes, 1995). Marion Woodman (1985) put it this way: 

If you travel far enough, one day you will recognize yourself 
coming down the road to meet yourself. And you will Say -- 
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m. (p. 753 

And that's when the joumeyer lumws that she has reached "home." 

The fourth and final stage in the healing journey is the sharing of 

the new creation with others. At this point the joumeyer is ready to 

"reenter the world with some elixù. or gift to help restore soùety" 

(Noble, 1994, p. 173). The person who has travelled the shamanic 

healing jomey  is then ready to transform society. Others may 

welcome the gift, or they may reject it. Both Chicago and Spence were 

devastated when, after a long period of d e  and then creation, their 

gifts -- their heaüng narratives -- were rejected by many members of the 

art establishment. 

Even if that does happen, the fact that a woman made the 

joumey on her own terms is extremely important in itself. Once upon a 

tirne, only heroes made journeys. They travelled to distant places 

where fair maidens, damsels in distress and sleeping beauties patiently 

waited. Women never made the perilous hero's journey. The reason, 

according to Joseph Campbell (cited by Noble, 1994). is that woman "in 

the picture language of mythology, represents the totality of that which 

can be known. The hero is the one who cornes to know" (p. 24). 

Campbell thought that the woman who wanted to make her own 

adventurous joumey was "going to get messed up with the notion of 

being pseudo-male" (Murdock, 1990, p. 2). Well, women do make their 

own joumeys, just as they have done all dong. As Chicago discovered 



102 
when she was researching The dinner party, women's stories were 

usually suppressed or discounted, so other people rarely heard about 

their experiences (Chicago, 1996b, Munro, 1996). 

The sharing of the gift is of particular importance in the shamanic 

paradigm. The journeyer's gift might be knowledge of her vulnerability 

and woundings, of that which precipitated the jouniey in the first place. 

Spence's gift is the sharing of her shame, her breast cancer and her 

leukaemia. This sharing is done in the hope that the jounieyer's 

suffering will enrich our lives as much as it has enriched her own. 

After the initial awakening, the four stages of the sharnanic 

healing joumey -- awakening, entering the void, creation and sharing of 

the gift -- will probably be revisited more than once. In Chicago's and 

Spence's cases, the cycle seems to have been repeated several times 

in their lives. Knowledge of this healing joumey may inform the praxis 

of curriculum workers who wish to engage with liberatory pedagogy. 

On a more practical level, it is not diff idt  to imagine the 

usefulness of Chicago's and Spence's visual narratives within the 

setting of a high school art or women's studies course. The 

presentation of their feminist visual narratives, with regard to issues 

conceniing gender , patriarchy, and self-percep tion, allows for the 

creation of alternatives in the viewers' minds that may not even be 

directly suggested by the images themselves. In any stnictured 

environment, such as a school, the presentation of destabilzing 



material often has a n  explosive impact on the imagination. 

1 remember sitting in a high school creative Wfiting dass, 

expecting to be told what to do and then being given a passage of 

Joyce's Finnegan's wake. After we were assured that what we were 

reading was not a joke 1 remember thinking: "If you can get away with 

this, you cm get away with anything!" Suddenly writing did not need to 

be stnictured like a Victorian novel. Anything was possible. The 

passage by Joyce did not expliutly tell me this but its implicit message 

was clear. I thought 1 could hear Joyce laughing; for once the joke was 

on the teachers. 

I believe that the visual narratives of Chicago and Spence are 

capable of eliciting a similarly positive response. The presentation of 

powerfd alternatives to patriarchal master narratives works to create, 

by the very force of their existence, a space in the mind where the 

imagination meets new possibilities. For some students this is bound 

to be a transfomative moment. 

Chicago's and Spence's motivations 

Up until this point in my thesis, 1 have accepted Spence's and 

Chicago's own narrative accounts conceming th& motivation in 

creating their healing narratives. I shall now consider the possibility 

that these narratives were not motivated by tikkun, as Chicago (1996a) 

daims, or the shamanistic desire to share wounds, in the case of 
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Spence (1995). 

When reading Chicago's (1975, 1996a) autobiographical writings, 

one soon reaüzes that her story is as much the story of thwarted 

ambition as it is the story of a feminist artist. Chicago (1996a) makes 

constant reference throughout her last autobiographical volume to the 

ways in which critics have slighted her and galleries have shunned her. 

Chicago is a woman with great personal ambition. One wonders what 

might have happened if the dgar-smoking, tough-guy act of her student 

days had acnially worked and she had been accepted into the sexist 

Los Angeles art scene. Would she s a  have wanted to become a 

feminist artist? Or has Chicago merely used feminism as a means to an 

end, as a way of finding a niche for her work in the cut-throat 

competitiveness of the art world? If sol does that invalidate the 

message of her art? 

Chicago reneged on a contract that gave joint ownership -- and 

equal profits -- of "The birth project" images to the designer and the 

stitchers. (These images were designed by her and executed by other 

women.) She has also used vast quantities of unpaid labour in the 

production of other images. Does this mean that she exploited her 

workers? Are the images themselves any less powerful? 1s Spence 

(1995) merely an exhibitionist who knows how to wring an Arts Council 

gram out of the sorriest of circumstances? If so, are her visual 

narratives any less moving? 
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If al1 the above were m e ,  I would still not think any less of the 

visual narratives of Chicago or Spence. The visual narratives would, in 

themselves, still ring m e  to me. After an art work has been created, it 

stands apart from its creator. The viewer then engages in the creative 

act of meaning making by interacting with the visual text. 1 would still 

make a case for the interpretation of Chicago's and Spence's images as 

healing narrative. But having read the artists' own accounts of theh 

lives, 1 honestly believe that their motivations were sincere. 

Neither Chicago (1995) nor Spence (1996a) ever made much 

money from their art; their existences were quite modest and very 

unglamorous. In fact, both artists have been in extreme financial 

difficulty at certain periods in their lives and considered themselves 

lucky to be able to continue doing what they loved most in life, which is 

m a h g  art. 

Chicago (1996a) is ambitious. She would have loved to have been 

more acclaimed by the art establishment. I see nothing wrong in a 

woman being ambitious, or seeking public acclaim for her talent and 

hard work. She is also very honest about the ways in which critics have 

hurt her in the past, driving her into States of depression and even 

thoughts of suicide. 1 believe that Chicago has probably become more 

of a feminist because she has had to endure the sexism of the art 

world. But is she not similar to everyone else who l e m s  from 

adversity? 
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I believe that Chicago (1 985) never intended to exploit the 

needleworkers by reneging on the contract. Further, the many 

volunteers who worked with Chicago on her projects were free to leave 

her studio whenever they wished. Yet, a great many of these low-paid 

or volunteer workers chose to stay with her for months or even years. 

Chicago gives credit to her many volunteer workers at her exhibitions 

and in her publications. That is more than can be said for many other 

contemporary artists who let their assistants and students do the hard 

work 

1 do not believe that Spence was an exhibitionist. Because of her 

cancer, she endured great personal loss and hardship in the last ten 

years of her life. Even she found it hard to look at some of the 

phototherapy images that showed how her breast had been disfigured 

by surgery (Spence, 1995). Indeed, 1 find courage and a certain humilty 

in many of her images. 

Curriculum theorizing as an act of imagining 

A curriculm theorist's ideological bias is revealed by the 

metaphorical language she uses to describe educational processes. 

For example, the technical-rational curriculum theorist might talk of 

organization, outcornes, objectives, evaluation and classroom 

management, whereas a theorist whc values aesthetic experience might 

speak of beauty, harmony, balance and integrity (Huebner, 1975). In 



both cases, the theorists' language reflects and W t s  their 

understanding of the educational process. 

However, exposure to new metaphorical language has the 

potential to allow theorists to broaden or revise previous 

understandings of curriCUIum. A curriculum theorist who employs new 

metaphors may open up a space where new growth in curriculum theory 

can occur. In this sense, the use of metaphorical language is virtually 

identical to my description of Chicago's and Spence's use of heaüng 

narrative. Macdonald (1982) would call the curriculum theorizer's use of 

metaphorical language an "act of imagining" (p. 60). 

1 am also engaging in an "act of imagining" by framing the healing 

narratives of Chicago and Spence within the context of the shamanic 

archetype. In chapter four, I showed how the metaphor of the shaman's 

heaüng joumey embodies Chicago's and Spence's pedagogical 

philosophies, and in this chapter 1 discuss how their curriculum 

metaphors might contribute to feminist pedagogical theory. If 1 

continue my "act of imagining" it is possible to see how the shamanic 

heaüng journey might be considered a useful metaphor for feminist 

pedagogy as a whole. ï h e  shamanic metaphor highlights some of the 

complex issues and problems înherent in liberatory and transfomative 

feminist pedagogical praxis. 

The metaphor of the shamanic healing joumey may be used to 

illustrate the issue of the power relationship between the feminist 
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educator and her students. The shamanic joumey is undertaken in a 

spirit of mutual reciprocity and respect. The shaman uses her 

knowledge to empower jounieyers in the heahg of their wounds. One 

could Say that the shaman develops power through and with others, 

not over them. Indeed, the shaman's very well-being depends on her 

ability to share her own wounds, to make them visible and accessible to 

other journeyers; this is part of the shaman's personal "cure." Similarly, 

liberatory, feminist pedagogical praxis requires a degree of openness, 

sharing, reciprocity and respect that is not usually found in more 

traditional, heirarchical educational settings (Lather, 199 1 ). 

The metaphor of the shamanic jouniey may also shed light on the 

central role of meaning-making in all educational experience. The 

shamanic healing joumey enables the journeyer to make meaning out of 

her own individual experience of reality - experience which may be 

rooted in the physical knowledge of the body -- through the 

construction of a healing narrative. Spiritual knowledge often arises out 

of the j ourneyer ' s active engagement with meaning-making during the 

creation of the healing narrative. This narrative may ultimately 

transform the way the joumeyer experiences her own reality. 

Likewise, many feminist educators d so  recognise the importance 

of encouraging students to begin with their own subjective experiences, 

induckg the knowledge of the body, when engaging in the stniggle to 

make meaning (Lather, 1991; Mitchell, 1995; Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 1995; 
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Orner, 1996). It is this smggle to create meaning which is at the core 

of all transformational educational experience. 

Finally, the shamanîc healing jouniey may provide feminist 

educators with a poetic language to describe the darker aspects of 

transf ormational pedagogy. Transformational pedagogy frequently 

brings about an inevitable, sometimes violent, sense of loss when 

teachers and students are forced to question theh previous ways of 

knowing, thhiking and being (Henry, 1994; Norman & Leggo, 199 5). When 

students idenhfy with the dominant narratives of patrïarchal culture, 

they may respond strongly to the dissonance of femùiist narratives 

(Lee, 1993). For example, they rnight resist the new narratives. 

Altematively, they rnight experience a sense of confusion as they 

smggle with the meaning of the new text. The shaman does not ignore 

the disturbing side-effects of transformation, growth and healing. 

Instead, she welcomes these destructive forces knowing that after 

darkness comes light, and after death there comes new Me. 
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CODA 

In this final chapter 1 s h d  consider the following questions: What 

have I learned about research from this study? How will the knowledge 

gained in the course of this research project affect my future research? 

Does this thesis have any practical implications for my practice as an 

educator? 

In the Prologue, 1 discussed the cultural silences that surround 

many women's lives, and wrote that 1 had also felt the effect of these 

silences on my own Life. Now at the end of this research project, 1 feel 

that 1 have become more aware of the ways in which 1 am pressured to 

maintain silences in my life. This incleased understanding has corne 

about as a result of wariness regardhg involvement and disdosure that 

I felt during the wriüng of this thesis. Whüe providing a subjectfve 

interpretation of Chicago's and Spence's work, 1 was always careful not 

to give too personal an account. 1 believe this to be appropriate, as my 

personal experïences are not the subject of this thesis. The subject of 

this thesis is my subjective interpretation of Chicago's and Spence's 

experiences and their visual narratives. 

1 wondered on several occasions if it would not have been better 

to redesign my research project in such a way as to distance myself 

from the material. 1 reasoned that an increased distance from the 

material would also bring increased psydiic "safety." Indeed, many 
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academics rely on this kind of artifiaally constmcted distance between 

themselves and their research, believing that it will somehow protect 

them from the discornfort of direct, personal involvement. 1 felt it may 

have been far easier to analyze research subjects' responses to 

Chicago's and Spence's provocative representations of the fernale 

body. For example, 1 could have interviewed several research subjects 

-- perhaps hi& school art teachers -- about their reactions to the visual 

narratives of Chicago and Spence. 

A writer reveals her true nature, whenever she creates a text. 

Boswd, Cantero and Pearce (1995) explore Donald Graves' metaphor of 

the writer as nudist: 

When you write you undress, and if you want to be able to 
write well you have to be willing to be a professional nudist. 
Now there's nothing more upsetting than to have someone 
w W g  aroung fully dothed in a nudist camp . . . (p. 22) 

This is how 1 felt much of the time when writing about the narratives of 

Chicago and Spence -- a f d y  clothed observer in a nudist camp. I find 

Spence's images to be espeùally unsettling in the way they seem to 

directly challenge the viewer. It is d i f f id t  to maintain a schdarly 

distance from works such as Spence's Euiled. 

1 may have to deal with the problems surromding psychic safety 

and personal involvement again in future research projects. But in the 

future, 1 will probably consider these issues more carefully before I 

actually begin the research. As a researcher, 1 have to face the fact 

that 1 do not have the luxury of anonymity that is granted to research 
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subjects. 

While reading for this thesis 1 had to make decisions about whch  

aspects of Chicago's and Spence's pedagogical practice 1 wished to 

research. 1 chose to research th& visual narratives because of their 

inherent educational power. Given the scope of a Master's thesis, it is 

necessary to focus on a specific topic. Because of this I did not 

explore Chicago's and Spence's classroom practices as much as I 

would have liked. This would be an interesthg topic of research ta 

follow up on in the future. Are Chicago's and Spencers liberatory, 

pedagogical philosophies mirrored in their classroom and studio 

practices? 

The research undertaken for this thesis may have practical 

implications for my practice as an educator and researcher. My 

research findings have strengthened my belief that "educationn cm be 

defined as a l l  that fosters social and personal development, all that 

nurtures the mind, heightens spiritual consciousness, and leads to sou1 

growth. It has also reinforced my opinion that significant educational 

experiences frequently occur outside the context of formal schooling 

and educational institutions. For example, I have corne to a more 

complete understanding of how other diverse social institutions -- from 

the family to the art galiery -- may be considered sites of educational 

activity. 

As result of my research, I w u  probably endeavour ta incorporate 
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into the curriculum the different kinds of lmowledge that my future 

students wil l  bring to the dassroom -- whenever it is appropriate to do 

so. My findings seem to show that the personal experience of the 

teacher and the students is often a good place to begh when 

practicing nansformative, liberatory pedagogy. By facilitating each 

s tudent's individual exploration of their own personal narrative, the 

teacher encourages critical analysis of cultural texts and may foster 

each student's personal struggle to create meaning. 

However , from the wariness of over-involvement and disdosure 

that I felt during the course of my research, 1 can see the potential 

"dangersn -- for students and teachers -- inherent in beginning with 

personal expe.rience. When a teacher chooses this pedagogical 

approadi, she may be relinquishing much of the control she has over 

the dassroom situation. This is an uncornfortable feeling for many 

educators. Further, the confusion, fear, and anger often felt by 

students may overwhelm an educator. When encouraging students to 

create their own liberatory, heaüng narratives through the exploration of 

personal experience and alternative ways of being, the teacher should 

adaiowledge the b i t s  of her expertise. Although students and 

teachers may find their personal, educational stmggles to be 

therapeutic, the teacher should not assume the role of therapist. 

Despite the inherent dangers of liberatory feminist pedagogy, in 

my future work 1 would like to continue to explore the ways in which 
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women speak hom the silences within and margins of paMarcha1 

institutions. I would also like to empower my female students to do the 

same, if they wish. 

1s it too naive of me to hope that 1 can make a positive difference 

in the lives of students? 1 feel that one way 1 could do this is to enable 

them to explore new ways of being, and to help create alternative 

possibilities for their futures. 1 want my female students to resist the 

role of victirn. I want to enable them to se& out alternatives to pain, 

suffering, silence, helplessness and rage. Adrienne Rich (1 984) 

expresses it perfectly with these words: 

The woman who cherished 
her suffering is dead. I am her descendant. 
1 love the scar-tissue she handed onto me, 
but 1 want to go on from here with you 
fighting the ternptation to make a career of pain. 
(p. 240) 
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