
Woman's Art, Inc.

Conceptual Art and Feminism: Martha Rosler, Adrian Piper, Eleanor Antin, and Martha
Wilson
Author(s): Jayne Wark
Source: Woman's Art Journal, Vol. 22, No. 1 (Spring - Summer, 2001), pp. 44-50
Published by: Woman's Art, Inc.
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1358731
Accessed: 16/10/2010 16:39

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=womansart.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Old City Publishing, Inc. and Woman's Art, Inc. are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Woman's Art Journal.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=womansart
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1358731?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=womansart


CONCEPTUAL ART AND FEMINISM 

Martha Rosier, Adrian Piper, Eleanor Antin, and Martha Wilson 

By Jayne Wark 

W hen feminist art emerged around 1970, Conceptual art 
was the prevailing art world practice, yet the relation- 
ship between the two remains largely unexplored.' Al- 

though many early feminists rejected Conceptual art, some, like 
Martha Rosier, Adrian Piper, Eleanor Antin, and Martha Wilson, 
both drew upon and engaged in a critical reassessment of its con- 
cepts. These are not the only women artists whose works from the 
early 1970s can be considered within the parameters of Conceptu- 
alism, but what distinguishes them is their adaptation of its 
methodological premises to their growing awareness of the vital 
struggles of the civil rights and feminist movements, which in turn 
constituted a crucial shift in the notion of how art could have a 
critical social and political resonance. 

Conceptual artists considered themselves cultural critics-of the 
prevailing modes of art production on the one hand, and of its larger 
system of display, reception, and commodification on the other.2 
With respect to the the prevailing modes of art production, it was an 
aesthetic negation and refusal of modernism. As the historian 
Alexander Alberro noted, this self-reflexiveness carried "the implicit 
message...that art can only make meaningful statements about itself 
and the systems that determine its limits."3 With regard to the sys- 
tem of display, reception, and commodification, Conceptual artists 
sought to establish a link between art practice and the ideological 
and institutional structures in which it is embedded. Described by 
Benjamin Buchloh as "institutional critique," and associated primar- 
ily with artists like Dan Graham, Marcel Broodthaers, Daniel Bu- 
ren, and Hans Haacke, this Conceptual approach endeavored to 
strip away the last vestiges of artistic transcendence and expose the 
previously suppressed fallacy of the sphere of artistic production as 
separate from the conditions of instrumentality and consumption 
that bear upon all aspects of social and cultural experience.4 

But if this trajectory within Conceptual art signaled a move 
away from self-reflexive preoccupations, it must also be acknowl- 
edged that the political scope of its critique, at least in North 
America, was circumscribed by certain limitations and restrictions. 
Coinciding with the deepening social crises of the late 1960s and 
1970s, this was a time when many artists confronted the dilemma 
as to whether they had a responsibility to engage directly with the 
contingencies of social and political reality in their art. Although 
this dilemma was extensively debated, Thomas Crow has argued 
that "any persuasive fusing between art and 1960s activism was 
unlikely from the start. The conceptual demands of advanced 
artistic practice had become so elevated that anything less than 
full-time application of one's resources was unlikely to make a 
mark."5 Crow attributed the general reticence to reprise the en- 
gage relationship between art and politics that had characterized 
the historical avant-garde to a "stark choice...between the de- 
mands of 'the Movement' and the demands of a career in art, how- 
ever radically conceived."6 Buchloh, on the other hand, argued 
that, because "Conceptual Art was distinguished by its acute sense 
of discursive and institutional limitations, its self-imposed restric- 

tions, its lack of totalizing vision, [and] its critical devotion to the 
factual conditions of artistic production and reception," it resulted 
in a dystopian "disenchantment with those political master-narra- 
tives that empowered most of 20th-century avant-garde art."7 Ei- 
ther way, what is evident here is a profound ambivalence about 
art's capacity to bring about liberating change. 

At precisely this historical moment, however, new forms of po- 
litical understanding began to enter the art world, primarily 
through the agencies of the feminist and civil rights movements. 
Though aligned broadly with the New Left, the emancipatory 
struggles of these agencies made the participants aware of the lim- 
itations of class-oriented politics in accounting for how oppression 
and ideological control are embedded within all forms of social in- 
stitutions-from the publicness of the art world to the privacy of 
home and family-and are thus experienced socially and at the 
subjective level of the individual. This new political understanding 
led inevitably to a skepticism among artists like Rosler, Piper, An- 
tin, and Wilson about the adequacy of Conceptual art, with its in- 
sular focus on aesthetic debate, to articulate their emerging con- 
cerns with problematic social relations. They did, nevertheless, 
recognize the potential of subjecting Conceptual art's strategies 
and methodological premises to modifications that would advance 
the fundamentally different critical ethos informing their work. 

One of the earliest instances of such a modification is evident in 
the work of Martha Rosler (b. 1943). Born, raised, and educated in 
Brooklyn (she received a B.A. from Brooklyn College in 1965), 
Rosler attributes the strong public and political focus of all her 
work to her yeshiva education and her immersion as a teenager in 
the protest culture and leftist politics of the period.8 Even at this 
early age, Rosler was exhibiting the multiplicity of interests that has 
characterized her work: She was involved in New York poetry cir- 
cles, painting in an Abstract Expressionist style, taking photographs 
on the street, and making photographic collages.9 These photomon- 
tages, influenced by Max Ernst's Surrealist collage novellas as well 
as James Rosenquist's painted Pop collages, used strategies of dis- 
junction and distantiation to create socially critical images.?1 For ex- 
ample, in the series Body Beautiful, or Beauty Knows No Pain, be- 
gun in 1965, lingerie advertisements are cut and pasted with body 
parts from Playboy magazine to reveal not only the objectification 
of female sexuality but its role as commodity sign as well.'l 

These early photomontages established both the formal tech- 
nique and political critique Rosler employed in another series 
from this period, Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful. Exe- 
cuted at the height of the antiwar movement (1969-72) and origi- 
nally published in antiwar journals, these montages seamlessly 
spliced photographs of elegant homes with grim images of the 
Vietnam war, cut from the pages of House Beautiful and Life mag- 
azines, respectively.'2 Rosler's series calls up direct associations 
with Conceptual art's use of photography to question notions of vi- 
suality, pictorialism, and depiction by subjecting it to a self-reflex- 
ive critique aimed both to distance and complicate its relationship 
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to existing traditions of art and documentary photography. Specifi- 
cally, Rosler's images address the "problematic of art-photojour- 
nalism," which Jeff Wall identified as crucial to the discourse of 
photoconceptualism.13 They draw some of their components from 
that quintessential model of photojournalism, Life magazine, yet 
they are permeated by a skepticism, even a cynicism, about such 
fallacies as "truth" or "mythic symbolism," which abound in docu- 
mentary photography, especially war photography.'4 Rosler's cut- 
and-paste method may also be aligned with what Wall referred to 
as the deliberate "de-skilling," or aesthetic reductivism, in photo- 
conceptualism.'5 Although Rosler's technique aligns her with the 
historical avant-garde tradition of appropriation and montage (via 
Hannah Hoch), her placing of journalistic images taken from the 
chaotic tumult of a contemporary war theater within meticulously 
ordered domestic interiors creates not only a clash of images but a 
critical confusion between the static, ideal tableau of commercial 
pictorial photography and the instantaneity and unpredictability of 
the documentary's "jittery flow of events."'6 

This line of analysis reveals something of the extent to which 
Rosler's series draws upon Conceptualism's premises, yet sheds no 
light on what is actually contained within these images. First and 
foremost they are antiwar pictures, though by no means are they a 
mere exhortation on the tragedy of war. Playing upon the cliche of 
Vietnam as the "living-room war," Rosler's shattering intrusion of its 
belligerents and victims into the serene enclaves of suburban do- 
mesticity exposes the normally obscured, but irrevocable "web of 
connections between distant wars of conquest and the more subtle 
and ongoing class war at home."'7 A terrified Vietnamese woman 
carries her dead baby up the stairs of a well appointed split-level in 
one image, while in another, Red Stripe Kitchen (1969-72; Fig. 1), 
armed American soldiers root around in a pristine kitchen. In the 
assumed domestic sanctuary of the middle-class home, we are con- 
fronted with our own complicity in the bourgeois aspirations that 
lay at the heart of the war. Nor does the complicity of the art world 
in sustaining these aspirations escape Rosler's withering scrutiny. 
Also in the series is House Beautiful: Giacometti (1969-72), an im- 
age of an art collector's luxurious home, with period furniture, Sur- 
realist coffee table, Giacometti sculpture, and paintings by Delau- 
nay and Cezanne. The slaughter of the "Yellow Peril" that lies just 
outside the windows starkly conveys both the cost and the justifica- 
tion for condoning a war aimed to protect such wealth and privi- 
lege by beating back the communist menace. Rosier asserts here 
what would become a recurrent theme in her art: The forces of 
domination and oppression played out within the privacy of home 
and family are inseparable from our more conventional under- 
standing of their impact in the public sphere.l1 

The shocking juxtapositions in Bringing the War Home strip 
away the conventions of the liberal documentary, thus clearly 
aligning Rosier's series with a Conceptual problematizing of repre- 
sentation and pictorialism."9 Yet the artist's insistence upon subject 
matter is at odds with what Buchloh identified as photoconceptu- 
alism's ambition to situate "itself as much outside of all conven- 
tions of art photography as outside of those of the venerable tradi- 
tion of documentary photography, least of all that of 'concerned' 
photography."20 Nor do Rosler's images aspire to what Wall de- 
scribed as the notion of photoconceptualism as "a model of art 
whose subject matter is the idea of art."21 Indeed, their point is not 
to escape or find alternatives to the burden of depiction, but to 
frame the conceptual and ideological nature of representation it- 
self. Rosler's war series thus stands at that historical juncture be- 
tween Conceptualism's aggressions against pictorialism and the 
critical restoration of pictorialism "as a central category of contem- 
porary art by around 1974."22 

The social crises of the early seventies also had a profound effect 
on the work of Adrian Piper (b. 1948, New York City). A preco- 

cious student with a diverse range of interests-literature, philoso- 
phy, music, the visual arts-Piper enrolled in New York's School of 
Visual Arts in 1966. During the summer of 1967 she also took 
courses at the City College of New York, where she met Vito Ac- 
conci and encountered a cultural milieu that fostered her develop- 
ing interest in Conceptual art. In 1968 Piper began to produce 
Conceptual works such as the book folio Here and Now and the 
typescript work Concrete Infinity 6" Square, where the emphasis 
was shifted away from the object or medium to the idea of art as 
declarative proposition that generates its own self-reflexive 
system.23 By 1969, already gaining recognition as a Conceptual 
artist, Piper had some of her pieces published in Acconci's 0 to 9 
magazine, with others included in group exhibitions in New York 
and Europe.24 

In spite of this early success, Piper later recounted in her auto- 
biographical study, Talking to Myself, that everything changed for 
her following a series of events that took place in the spring of 
1970: the invasion of Cambodia, the resurgence of the women's 
movement, the brutal attacks against antiwar protesters at Kent 
State and Jackson State universities, and the student rebellion at 
City College, where she had just begun undergraduate studies in 
philosophy (she received her B.A. in 1974).25 Her initial response 
was to revise the work she had planned for the "Information" show 
at the Museum of Moder Art and replace her submission to the 
"Conceptual Art and Conceptual Aspects" show at the New York 
Cultural Center with the following statement: 

The work originally intendedfor this space has been withdrawn.... 
I submit its absence as evidence of the inability of art expression to 
have meaningful existence under conditions other than those of 
peace, equality, truth andfreedom.26 

As Piper reflected on her "position as an artist, a woman, and a 
black," she found herself unable to express new concerns "in any 
aesthetic terms I had at my disposal." Her need to take account of 
what was going on around her led her to reject art that referred 
back to what she called "conditions of separateness, order, exclusiv- 
ity, and the stability of easily-accepted functional identities which 
no longer exist."27 She grew increasingly dissatisfied with the notion 
of art as an autonomous, "Kantian 'thing in itself,' with its isolated 
internal relationships, and self-determining esthetic standards."28 

Rejecting the idea of art as a mediation between the artist's cre- 
ative process and the viewer's passive reception of it, Piper wanted to 
confront the viewer directly with her own unpredictable and uncon- 
trollable presence so as to induce a reaction or change. Her first ef- 
fort in this direction was an unannounced performance in April 1970 
at Max's Kansas City, a popular hang-out for the New York art world. 
Wearing a blindfold, ear plugs, nose plug, and gloves, Piper walked 
around the crowded bar for an hour, speaking to no one (Fig. 2).29 
Her dual role as artist and art work allowed the entire artmaking 
process to be internalized in her rather than in a separate and dis- 
crete object. Her self-objectification turned her into a spectacle, but, 
paradoxically, this enabled her to function as a subjective agency ca- 
pable of affecting change in others. She referred to this agency as a 
catalytic force that concentrated the entire artistic experience into a 
moment of confrontation in which "the work has no meaning or in- 
dependent existence outside of its function as a medium of change. 
It exists only as a catalytic agent between myself and the viewer."30 

By the fall of 1970, Piper had developed these ideas further in 
her Catalysis performances. These took place in ordinary public 
settings because she wanted to preserve the impact and uncatego- 
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rized nature of the confrontation and 
avoid any association with an art con- 
text, which she felt would "prepare the 
viewer to be catalyzed," thereby elicit- 
ing a predetermined set of responses - 
and making actual catalysis impossible. 
In these works, Piper carried out nor- 
mal, everyday activities but with alter- 
ations to her appearance, ranging from 
the bizarre to the grotesque. In Cataly- 
sis I she rode the subway at rush hour ; i 
and went browsing in a bookstore . A 

wearing clothes that had soaked for a i ' 
week in a putrid mixture of vinegar, 

'' 
' : 

eggs, milk, and cod-liver oil. In Cataly- 
sis III she painted her clothes, at- 
tached a "WET PAINT" sign, and went 
shopping at Macy's, while in Catalysis 
1V she walked around Manhattan and 
rode the bus with a towel stuffed into 
her mouth and trailing down her front. X 
In Catalysis V she signed out books at - 

- 

New York's Donnell Library with a 
concealed tape recorder playing loud 
belches at full volume. What interested 
Piper in the Catalysis series was not 
only "letting art lurk in the midst of Fig. 1. Martha Rosler, Red 

things," but being both the subject and photomontc 
object of an art capable of provoking 
an active and undetermined response.31 Although people some- 
times reacted to her street performances with hostility, Piper found 
that if she addressed people in ordinary ways (for example, by ask- 
ing for the time or apologizing for bumping into someone), she 
could elicit a normal response. This was enlightening to her be- 
cause it showed she could transcend "the differences I was present- 
ing to them by making that kind of contact."32 

Piper's study of philosophy enabled her to articulate her artistic 
concerns more precisely as an investigation of subject-object rela- 
tions between "myself as solipsistic object inhering in the reflective 
consciousness of an external audience 
or subject; and my own self-conscious- 
ness of me as an object, as the object of 
my self-consciousness."33 In Food for 
the Spirit (1971), Piper documented 
the metaphysical and physical changes 
she underwent during a period of isola- 
tion and fasting while reading Im- 
manuel Kant's Critique of Pure Reason. 
In response to her anxiety that she was 
disappearing into a state of Kantian 
self-transcendence, she periodically 
photographed her physical self, either 
nude or nearly so, in front of a mirror 
while reading passages from the Cri- 
tique into a tape recorder. By thus doc- 
umenting herself as the embodied ob- 
ject of her philosophical inquiry, Piper 
simultaneously made explicit her own 
particularized subjecthood as a black 
woman.34 As Maurice Berger noted, this 
marked a shift away from the aesthetic Fig. 2. Adrian Piper, Untitled f 

privileging of the mind over the body NYC (1970), black-and-v 
and of the intellectual over the corpore- Photo: Ros 

StriF 

ige, 

Perfc 
vhite 
ema 

al, a shift more decisive than in any oth- 
er Conceptual artwork of the period.35 

Although Food for the Spirit was a 
private performance, Piper's disavowal 

_mmr I of artistic autonomy soon led her to re- 
turn to the problematics of the exter- 
nal world and what would become an 

j . !. I ongoing preoccupation with the social 
:, negotiation of racial identity. Recogniz- 

'. '2? iing that even her passive presence 
.l? . { j posed a threat to a racist society, Piper 

sought to engage the viewer in a direct 
5lle 

' 

'interaction with her own subjectivity.6 
.:_r '^' :i:" As she explained: "I identify myself.. .as 

a conceptual artist working with politi- 
cal concepts in a variety of media."37 
Moreover, she describes her approach 
as a "methodological individualism" 
that ensures that the idea/work cannot 
be separated as a discrete object from 
herself as the conceptual generator of 
its meaning.? 'm ML 

As is evident from Rosler's and 
-- ' _ Piper's work, Conceptual art offered 

.~ H | _ women artists a potent resource of 

e Kitchen (1969-72) color methods and strategies. But, at the 
24" x 20. same time, Conceptual art's dominant 

preoccupations posed considerable lim- 
itations to the articulation of many fem- 

inist concerns, such as Rosler's insistence upon the previously unex- 
amined links between the public sphere of politics and the private 
sphere of domestic life. Similarly, the subjective basis of Piper's 
work ran counter to Conceptualism's prohibition against subject- 
centered inquiry as part of its general critique of modernist individ- 
ualism.39 This prohibition was and is problematic for many women 
artists politicized by feminism because, as Nancy Miller has pointed 
out, it perhaps "prematurely forecloses the question of identity for 
them."4 In fact, many feminists are suspicious about the motivations 
of those who proclaim, from a position of power and privilege, "the 

death of the author," at precisely that 
historical moment "when women have 
just begun to remember their selves and 
claim an agentic subjectivity."'4 Miller al- 
so noted that the death of the authorial 
subject was aligned with the decentered, 
disoriginated, and deinstitutionalized 
position of the feminine at a time when, 
for women, "the condition of dispersal 
and fragmentation that Barthes valorizes 
(and fetishizes) is not to be achieved but 
to be overcome."42 Thus, for women in 
the early 1970s, questions of subjectivity 
and "otherness" were just beginning to 
take on crucial significance. 

'or Eleanor Fineman Antin (b. 1935, 
_*J' . New York City), the questions of 

subjectivity and otherness led to an on- 
going inquiry into the diverse forma- 
tions and representations of identity." 

>rmance at Max's Kansas City, As early as 1965 Antin had explored the 
photograph, 16" x 16". "essence" of identity in her Blood of a 

ry Mayer. Poet Box, a work in the Fluxus mode, 
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containing 100 glass micro- 
scope slides of poets' blood in 
a wooden box. The work 
refers to Jean Cocteau's film, 
Le Sang d'un poete (1930), 
which exalted the fantastical ' ~~- 
inner life of the creative ' 

artist, but, by contrast, Antin's 
blood smears reveal nothing 
about the individual poets.44 ; 

Concluding that biology was . i" 1- 
neither identity nor destiny, ^i 
Antin began to investigate 
identity as a confluence or - H 
fragile link between self-defi- 
nition and the forces of social 
interaction. After moving to 
San Diego in 1969,45 Antin 

produced California Lives, a Fig. 3. Eleanor Antin, Portraits 
series of "portraits" of individ- 1998 installation, Ronald 
uals (some real and some in- Photo: Zind/Freemont. Cour 

vented), each consisting of ar- 
tifacts of consumer or domestic culture and a typed character 
sketch. Although these portraits were cryptic, their rebuslike config- 
urations anticipated the narrative structure and psychological explo- 
ration that dominated her later work. 

In 1970, with the advent of the feminist movement in the arts, 
Antin made a second series, Portraits of Eight New York Women, 
which she installed in a room at New York's Chelsea Hotel (Fig. 3). 
Like the California Lives series, these portraits were not represen- 
tational likenesses but were assemblages composed of objects sug- 
gesting the character and professional role of each woman. In this 
case, all the portraits were of real people, several of whom, like 
Yvonne Rainer, were well known art world figures. This evocation 
of both their personal and professional attributes directly chal- 

lenged the "selective traditions" of an art world that invalidated 
the private and the personal-especially as they pertained to 
women-as "unproductive" and irrelevant to the "public" impor- 
tance of art.4 Moreover, the fact that these were portraits in ab- 
sentia may also allude to the suppression of women's self-repre- 
sentation with this system of authority in which "woman" was 
ubiquitously present as the object of representation, but only as "a 

mediating sign for the male."4 
This absence of presence 

was, of course, one of the defin- 

ing issues for feminist artists 

struggling for recognition and 
self-definition during the 1970s. 

Although much of the work... 
from that period has been repu- 
diated for its supposedly essen- 
tializing belief that a "true" fe- I ? 
male identity or "sensibility" *j 
could be discovered, a closer 

scrutiny reveals that feminist . . 

thinking about questions of 

identity was far more complex 
and sophisticated than such re- 
ductive criticism suggests.48 In- 
deed, given that women were 
seeking political emancipation l 
and agency just as the privilege Fig.4. Martha Wilson, Bre 

of subjectivity and authorship black-and-white photoE 

of E 
Feld 

rtes) 

was being disclaimed within 
artistic and intellectual circles, 
what was at stake was not sim- 

R--onald 
- 

n Fine Arts.ply the right to reassert that 
privilege but the need to fore- 
stall closure on subject-cen- 
tered inquiry itself. 

In Antin's case, this in- 

.... dayi quiry took shape through her 
strategic use of performance 
to problematize subjectivity 
by treating it as an unstable 
category tenuously negotiat- 
ed within both private and 
public social structures. By 
1972 she had created a 
gallery of performance per- 
sonae derived from a com- 

ight New York Women (1970), plex blend of autobiography 
tman Fine Arts, New York. and fiction that she referred 

y Ronald Feldman Fine Arts. to as a "mythological ma- 
chine...capable of calling up 

and defining my self...[as] the Ballerina, the King, the Black 
Movie Star and the Nurse."49 By slipping into and out of these 
characters, both as artist and person, Antin confounded the dis- 
tinctions between art and life, fiction and reality, acting and being. 
One day she was the King, swilling beer with his surfer-subjects at 
Solana Beach; on another she was Nurse Eleanor, aiding the sick 
and wounded in the Crimean War, or the great prima ballerina, 
Eleanora Antinova, preparing for her New York premiere. The job 
of the Black Movie Star was not to be, but to act, and so in that 
role she played all of her other characters, thus blurring reality 
with layer upon layer of fiction.5? 

The fluidity of Antin's movements between these shifting posi- 
tions underscored her rejection of "the usual aids of self-definition- 
sex, age, talent, time, and space" as "merely tyrannical limitations up- 
on my freedom of choice."5' The autobiographical origins of Antin's 
characters bound them to herself, but no matter how complete the 
transformation, a gap always remained between herself and her per- 
sonae that signified her subjectivity not as being but as the agency of 
being. This foregrounding of imposture was characteristic of much 
feminist performance at the time. As Robyn Brentano wrote: 

east Forms Permutated (1972), 
graph and text, 4/2" x 6". 
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Concern with showing the con- 

tingencies of identity and repre- 
sentation of women led to a kind 

of doubly-aspected performance 
in which the artist was both her- 

self and other. In many works, 
the performer conveyed both an 
air of authenticity andfalseness 
of her inscribed identity. Perfor- 
mance used disruptive strategies 
to reveal the multiplicity of 
selves required of women in dai- 

ly life.52 

By thus counterposing authen- 

ticity and artifice and dissem- 

bling fixed distinctions be- 
tween being and acting, Antin 
asserted the growing conviction 
that femininity was simultane- 

0 



ously a role that women played and a position that determined 
how they experienced the world. 

Antin was among the nine women included in "Reconsidering 
the Object of Art." This is ironic, since her insistence upon irra- 
tionalism, narrative, fiction, and embodiment went against the 
structural/linguistic grain of Conceptual art, with its general re- 
pression of those practices that were "of performance, of the 
body."53 But inasmuch as Antin stressed temporality and process 
over object-making, her performative work was fully commensu- 
rate with Conceptualism's broader tendencies as chronicled in 
1973 by Lucy Lippard in Six Years: The Dematerialization of the 
Art Objectfrom 1966 to 1972. Yet, as Lippard noted more recent- 
ly, even though the "inexpensive, ephemeral, unintimidating char- 
acter of the Conceptual mediums themselves...encouraged 
women to participate," and they were given a degree of support by 
male colleagues, that support was often in the form of "lip ser- 
vice."54 In reality, women artists still faced formidable difficulties 
in having their work recognized as legitimate art at all, let alone as 
legitimate even within the broadest definitions of Conceptual art. 

T his struggle for legitimacy was played out by Martha Wilson 
(b. 1947, Philadelphia) at the Nova Scotia College of Art and 

Design (NSCAD), Halifax, during the early 1970s, when it was an 
important center of Conceptual art. Having graduated in 1969 
with a major in English literature and a minor in art from Wilm- 
ington College in Ohio, Wilson came to Halifax to do graduate 
work at Dalhousie University. She completed her M.A., but 
dropped out of the Ph.D. program in 1971 after a dispute with her 
supervisor, and then took a job teaching English at NSCAD. The 
Conceptual orientation at NSCAD opened up new possibilities for 
Wilson, who said "it was an unbelievable revelation that visual art 
could consist of language."55 She immediately began making lan- 
guage-based art works in the spare, laconic mode of people like 
Lawrence Weiner or John Baldessari, but her work differed radi- 
cally from theirs in that hers dealt not with abstract aesthetic con- 
cepts but with propositions about genetic and cultural relation- 
ships between parents and offspring: 

Unknown Piece: A Woman under ether has a child in a large 
hospital. When she comes to, she is permitted to select the child 
she thinks is hers from among the babies in the nursery. 

Double Piece: Two couples agree to have babies and trade them. 
The real parents are in no way permitted to interfere with the up- 
bringing of their child. 

Along with eight other linguistic propositions, these two examples 
were part of a series Wilson called the Chauvinistic Pieces (1971), 
a title that is itself an indictment of the alienation she experienced 
as a woman and artist.5 

By 1972 Wilson was using herself as the subject of an inquiry 
into identity formations. Though no feminist community existed at 
the time in Halifax, and certainly not at the College of Art and De- 
sign, Wilson's explorations of gender constructs as fluid and poten- 
tially transformative exactly paralleled the kind of work feminist 
artists were then doing across North America. Her works consist- 
ed of textual propositions about identity or appearance, which Wil- 
son enacted by making herself up in different guises and then doc- 
umenting the outcome in color photographs. In Posturing: Drag 
(1972), Wilson set out to discover how "form determines feeling" 
by posing as a man who had made himself up as a woman, while in 
Captivating a Man (1972), she posed as a man enhanced by make- 
up in "a reversal of the means by which a woman captivates a man 
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[because] the man is made attractive by the woman...captivation 
is emasculation." In other pieces she investigated the characteris- 
tics and limitations of her own identity by subjecting herself to the 
objectifying process of self-scrutiny. In Painted Lady (1972), she 
used makeup to mask her own features so that a "range of possible 
expression, of unaccustomed attitudes can fill this vacuum; ab- 
sence of self is the free space in which expression plays."57 

Wilson concluded from these investigations that since identity 
was not singular or fixed, "artmaking [could be] an identity-making 
process....I could generate a new self out of the absence that was 
left when my boyfriends' ideas, my teachers', and my parents' ideas 
were subtracted."58 This realization focused her attention on the dif- 
ference between how she felt during the process of transformation 
and how she appeared in the resulting photographs. In 1974 she 
documented the process of transformation itself in a video entitled I 
Make Up the Image of My Perfection/I Make Up the Image of My 
Deformity. Using make-up, the optimum tool of feminine per- 
fectibility, Wilson sat before the camera and made herself up to 
bring out her best features and then her worst. Her (spoken) de- 
scriptions of her actions underscored the tenuousness of any as- 
sumed congruence between identity and appearance. Identity is 
thus seen as a kind of representation, as the masquerade of feminin- 
ity that film theorist Mary Ann Doane described as the artifice of 
the surface, "the decorative layer which conceals a non-identity."59 

Despite the significance of Wilson's achievements, she felt treat- 
ed like an outsider at NSCAD,.that "there was no recognition that 
[what she was doing] could be art, let alone that it was art." Critical 
commentary amounted to such insights as, "serious art is only made 
in black and white, and women don't make it anyway." During one 
of his visits, even Vito Acconci dismissed her work as "self-indul- 
gent and irrelevant."6 Wilson first received recognition for her 
work in 1973, when Lippard included Breast Forms Permutated 
(1972; Fig. 4) in "c. 7,500" at the California Institute of the Arts in 
Valencia, the first and only exhibition of Conceptual art by 
women.61 Like all the works in this exhibition, Breast Forms is a 
postcard work. On the back is a textual proposition referring to var- 
ious shapes of women's breasts (conical, spherical, pendulous, etc.), 
while the front consists of photographs of nine different pairs of 
breasts arranged in a modernist grid with the theoretically "perfect 
set" in the center. While Breast Forms may be seen as a character- 
istic example of an early feminist parody of the objectification of 
women's bodies, it also functioned as a critique of Conceptualism's 
"rigorous elimination of visuality" at a time when women artists 
were beginning to assert the political importance of investigating 
and problematizing representation itself.62 

The works of Martha Rosier, Adrian Piper, Eleanor Antin, and 
Martha Wilson indicate that there indeed existed a vital interaction 
between the precepts of Conceptual art and emerging feminist ef- 
forts to challenge prevailing values and authorities within and beyond 
the art world. The extent to which these artists drew upon Conceptu- 
alism's aesthetic and critical strategies negates any predilection to 
portray the crucial differences in their concerns and approaches as 
simply constituting a counter-paradigmatic practice. Nevertheless, it 
is evident that the priorities of the Conceptual paradigm militated 
against the articulation of many feminist concerns. This underlying 
conflict of values was sometimes expressed with open hostility, but it 
also existed at more subtle levels. For one thing, Conceptual art's de- 
nial of subject-centered inquiry and the downgrading of the personal 
was problematic for new social groups seeking to articulate their ex- 
periences and redress existing relationships of power and inequity. 
For another, Conceptual art's emphasis on the perceptual withdrawal 
of visuality was not conducive to questions about how women and 
others are seen within the "regimes of representation" that structure 
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power and powerlessness along lines of difference.63 And finally, in 
order for those women to make connections between their aesthetic 
practice and the social and political imperatives that informed it, it 
was necessary to move outside the abstract, self-reflexive, and disem- 
bodied investigations that had dominated Conceptual art. 

Although the works of Rosier, Piper, Antin, and Wilson deviat- 
ed substantially from what some consider to be Conceptualism's 
central premises, that deviation is precisely the point. In order for 
hitherto silenced voices to find a place from which to speak, the 
dominant cultural narratives and discourses must be dislocated. 
The dialogue these voices took up with Conceptual art can tell us 
much, not only about how certain of its strategies were adapted to 
the work of these four artists but about how their work challenged 
its limitations and questioned some of its principal values. ? 
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