
International Women's Year in 19 7 5 was marked 
by the seminal exhibition Australian Women Artists: 
One Hundred Years 1840-1940, the implications 
of which reverberate to this day. The art historian, 
critic and author Janine Burke was this exhibition's 
curator and a frontrunner in the women's art 
movement which shaped the ambitions and careers 
of succeeding generations of women . 

• a n t a 
Janine Burke 
To Christine Abrahams 

In this issue of Art and Australia, designed to com
memorate the twentieth anniversary of International 
Women's Year, Janine Burke comments on the 
relevance of the concept of women's art in the 1990s 
and concludes that it is a question to be answered 
by young women artists. Felicity Fenner responds 
with a discussion of the work of five 'new girls' 
whose visual language redefines feminist concerns 
and the parameters of contemporary art practice. 
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I 
am often asked, 'What happened to the 

women's art movement?'; or, '.Do we sti_ll 

need the notion of a womens art? It 1s 

as though people are anxious to be told a 

happy ending. Yes, everything is fine now. 

We don't have to worry about discrimination 

any more. The battle is over. 

Elsewhere I have discussed problems that 

continue to bedevil women artists.1 What 

concerns me here are straitened possibilities 

in two areas. One is language; the lack of 

an adventurous, informed and accessible 

way of discussing contemporary and, specifi

cally, women's art. Another is a robust histor

ical perspective that challenges boundaries 

rather than creating them or inflicting them 

on others. 

In the mid-1970s when women artists, 

and the odd feminist critic, were jubilant about 

the rediscovery and recognition of women's 

art, there was little theoretical discussion. For 

many women artists , feminist theory was the 

first theory they had read. When the translat

ed texts of the French post-structuralists 

became widely available - and widely quoted 

- at the end of the decade, many felt they 

were too dry, obscure and anti-humanist to 

be central to feminism's enterprise. 

It indicated how quickly the women's art 

movement had become isolated. The demise 

of LIP, the Melbourne-based feminist arts 

journal, bears witness to that. In the early 

1980s, the women's art movement was 

unable to speak confidently, or with unity, 

about the single most transforming element 

of international intellectual thought. Post

modernism, for good or ill, was the force that 

finished the first phase of the women's art 

movement.2 

What has happened since is history. Femi-

ELIZABETH GOWER, Nylon tubes within fold ed newsprint 1977 . 

National Gallery of Victoria. • 'nylon fabnc, paper, resin and pigment, 162 x 210 cm 
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He argues style points to the stylus, to the sword 

and of course by association to the phallus -

the transcendental signifier which appears 10 

lend its significance to all the other elemenIS, 

(in/as)suring their value. 5 

No longer radical , post-structuralism is 

enshrined as the speech of the academy, and 

those who want to succeed in the academy 

have to speak it. Feminist theory, which has 

positioned itself within the walls it was once 

outside, has been captured by the forces it 

sought to subvert. Best's prose is worse than 

jargon. It shows exactly where feminist art 

theory is stuck. It is power dressing. 
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auractive, powerful and seductive. 
Lynda! Jones's is the only voice raised 

against this hegemony. She writes: 'Young 

artists struggle to make theoretically sound 

art. But works of art offer something other 

than theoretical consistency.'6 Ann Stephen, 

on the other hand, is self-conscious about 

her essay from 1975: 'I spoke to a feminism 

that to the postmodern ear sounds like the 

time before the fall , when the words were 

non-semiotic ... '7 

Twenty years ago, when I was organising 

the exhibition 'Australian Women Artists, 

1840-1940', the situation was different. 

Standing with an assistant curator of Aus

tralian an at the National Gallery of Victoria, 

who remained grimly silent while I selected 

works for the exhibition, I was aware of his 

straightforward disapproval of the project. 

I found Jane Sutherland's delicious Mush
room gatherers hanging in the stacks of the 

National Gallery of Victoria, sliding out of its 

frame. When I tried to discuss conservation, 
so the work could be included in the show, I 

was fobbed off. I wasn't really surprised. The 
lines between the academy and feminism 
were clearly drawn. 

How things have truly changed remains to 
be seen. Women's art has, in its historical 

version at least, become a crowd-pleaser. In 
1993 the National Gallery of Victoria pre

sented an exhibition titled 'Creators and 

Inventors', drawn from its collection and 

curated by Jennifer Phipps. It may be a diffi
cult task to put together a coherent show 
from such a diverse collection . Yet where the 

show was at its weakest was in its representa
tion of the 1970s. 

The National Gallery of Victoria has major 

works by Lesley Oumbrell , Sue Ford and 
Elizabeth Gower, artists involved with initi

ating and participating in the Melbourne 
women's art movement who were, not inci

dentally, making some of their best work al 

the time. None of them were included. To 
read Phipps's catalogue, it would seem the 

women's art movement, its debates and dis

cussions, let alone art being made from a 
political viewpoint in Melbourne, did not 

ELZABETH GOWER, Visual overload, 1987, acrylic on canvas. 219 x 174 cm, counesy Sutton Gallery, Melbourne 
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I exist.8 To leave out these artists is one thing. 
Not to allude to the changes in the art world 
in those years is misrepresentation. The cata
logue, and the exhibition, caused concern 
among local women artists. 

So while the academy might respond to 
the popularity of women's art, it retains the 
right to exclude what is disruptive when 
it's too close to home. The view remains 
that only women curators should organise 
women's shows. In the 1990s, I wonder if 
this should any longer be the case. 

It is not only recent decades that are being 
reassessed from a conservative perspective. 
Bernard Smith can dismiss Joy Hester, the 
only woman artist associated with the so
called 'Angry Penguins' and arguably the 
only female modernist to emerge from the 
1940s and 1950s with a large, consistent and 
distinctive oeuvre, as 'over-rated'.9 Appar
ently Smith's loyalties to the social realist 
painters of the 1930s and 1940s preclude 
favouring any artists associated with Sunday 

and John Reed's circle at Heide. 
Nor are feminist historians averse to creat

ing boundaries. In her book More Than Just 
Gum Trees: A Personal, Social and Artistic 
History of the Melbourne Society of Women 
Painters and Sculptors, Juliet Peers is cynical 
about the motives of other women engaged 
in her area of research. 'Does every female 
writer/curator/historian/dealer in Australia 
carry her own overview of women's art his
tory merely waiting for the invitation to 
lunch with the publisher?' 10 She warns darkly 
that 'Now a number of women present "their" 
version of history to tacitly obliterate poten
tial rivals' _11 

More Than Just Gumtrees is an otherwise 
serious book but, as it was published privately 
through donation , one can only wonder 
whether Peers's anxieties have to do with the 
fact that the publisher's invitation was not 
extended to her. It also indicates that while 
the catalogues, books, exhibitions and semi
nars that document and investigate women's 
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art are welcome, it is, like any other f 
. . pro es-

s10nal world, beset with rivalries and feuds 
Another problem to do with the b · 
. , , , ound-

anes that women s an faces is its h15· t • . . oncat 
sense of itself. Th1S year with the Natio 1 
Women's An Exhibition women'san 15· na 

. . . . • once 
agam m the posllion of being 'discovered' 
This occurs at least once each decade. Histo: 
rians, dealers, critics and artists are asked to 
comment on the quality and quantity of 
women's art. Anecdotes are recounted about 
struggles and successes. Once again the his
tory books are rewritten. 

It is a worrying act to be always arriving, 
to be perennially 'new' and yet constantly 
'ignored' and 'excluded'. While the culture 
gains from fresh research and information, it 
means the notion of 'women's an' has a frag
ile quality. Because we need to be constantly 
reminded of its presence, 'women's an' 
seems like a problem child who is not quite 
able to look after herself and who therefore 
requires special attention and sustenance. 

t 1 \ ti 1/\ /\~\ 
LESLEY DUMBRELL, Violet morning, 1978, acrylic on canvas, 91 .5 x 180 cm, National Gallery o[ Victoria. 
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Difference will always remain and be 
charted by women artists. Their interpreta
tions will be shaped as much by the pressures 
of history as their own wilful, spirited imagi
nations. It is in the latter realm of anima 
that art resides, a magical place that history's 
wish and will can erase from view. That al 
least, has been the 'history' of women's 'art 
until now. 

It is good to see ambitious projects by 
women. Sally Smart examines fractured 
fleeting female histories and representation~ 
in exhilarating ways. Her 1994 exhibition 
'Where I come from the birds sing a pretty 

song' comprised big, bold paintings of the 
Fox sisters, nineteenth-century spiritualists 
and mediums. Their floating, foxy forms in 
fantastic frocks whirl across fields of colour 

delivering messages from a spirit world of 
their own making and faking, an imaginative 

space that is turbulent, playful and very 
self-controlled. Rosslynd Piggott has created 

installations and paintings informed by a sen
sibility of delicate perceptions and strengths. 

The transparency of glass and glowing Tus
can landscapes trace reflections and memo
ries in layers of light. Her recent output 

has been prodigious. Rosalie Gascoigne, at 
seventy-seven, continues to make art that is 

splendidly rigorous and beautiful. 
Ambition is not a quality lauded in 

women, even now. The vilification of Jenny 
Watson's 1993 Venice Biennale installation 

by Robert Hughes and the Age reviewer 

Christopher Heathcote owes not a little to 
their squeamishness at the personal, emo

tional, deliberately crude style Watson 

employs.11 Hughes described the installation 

as 'post-feminist' perhaps because he hopes 
'post-feminism' actually exists. While Heath

cote's attack concerned itself with technique, 

it did not mask his fury at Watson's content, 

at her artistic reputation and persona. 
Watson's art has the same self-referential 

impulses in 1995 as it did in 1975, though 

her methods have changed. Furthermore, 

she has been determined to gain interna

tional recognition . The kind of attention 

she has attracted is instructive fo r other 

LESLEY DUMBRELL, Saffron, 1991, oil on canvas, 107 x 244 cm, courtesy Christine Abrahams Gallery, Melbourne. 

women artists. ll may simply put them off. 
I hope not. 

One prospect is that current art writing 
will employ the liberating devices of post
structuralist theory - such as its deconstruc
tion of hierarchies - while disregarding its 
more deadeningly elaborate linguistic stra
tegies. To do this, however, it may need to 
consider abandoning its academic power 
base which would, in effect, be a critique of 
itself and one that it may not survive. Lastly, 
whether or not the concept of women's art is 
any longer necessary or useful is up to young 
women artists who will, hopefully, have the 
power to reinvent both contemporary art and 

themselves. 

I See my 'Women's art afler a generation of feminism', 
Sydney Morning Herald, 3 August 1991, p. 44, and 
'Letterto a Young Woman Artist', in my Field of Vision: 
A Decade of Change: Women's Art in the Sevenlies, 
Viking O'Neil, Melbourne, 1990, p. 105. 

2 Women's art groups continued to meet. In Melbourne 
in 1979, women students at the Victorian College of 
1he Arts, including Michelle Ely and Tobsha Leamer, 
formed MBNS Works, a discussion group that finally 
merged with the Women's Art Movement (founded in 
1975). (MBNS represents the initial letters of the stu
dents' mothers' Christian names.) Support Women 
Image Makers (SWIM) was started by students at 
Prahran Art School, including Kathy Temin, who 
arranged discussions about art and gender with 
invited speakers. From 1988 until 1992 SWIM held 
talks and seminars at the art school and at Linden 
Gallery, St Kilda, where both Prahran and Victorian 

College of the Arts students, including Kate Dawe, 
were involved. I would be interested to hear of others. 

3 Dissonance: Feminism and the Arts 1970-1990, Allen & 
Umvin in association with Artspace, Sydney, 1994. 

4 I am not trying to set up vexed comparisons between 
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. I have reservations about 
some of the earlier essays (including my own) where 
the lack of theory creates obstacles as well. In my own 
writing, I have found post-structuralism stimulating 
and inspiring. Foucault and Derrida, in particular, 
informed my first novel Speaking (1984) and I felt so 
indebted to Banhes's Camera Lucida when writing 
Second Sight (1986) I named the central character 
Lucida. 

5 Sue Best , Dissonance, p. I 54. 
6 LyndalJones, Dissonance, p. 92. 
7 Ann Stephen, Dissonance, p. 23. 
8 The National Gallery of Victoria was undergoing its 

own problems in 1975. After part of Domenico de 
Clarie's installation was tampered with, the local an 
community held a sit-down demonstration in the 
Gallery's foyer. The treatment of de Clario's sculpture 
highlighted concerns that the Gallery showed insuffi
cient interest in and funding of contemporary art. A 
committee was formed and, after much discussion, a 
Curator of Contemporary Australian Art was appointed 
in 1977. 

9 Bernard Smith, 'A Lener to My Critics'. Art Monthly , 
August, 1990, p. 6. 

10 Juliet Peers, More Than just Gumtrees: A Personal, Social 
and Artistic History of the Melbourne Society of Women 
Painters and Sculptors, Dawn Re~ival Press, Mel
bourne, I 994, p. 162. 

t I Peers, op. cit. 
12 Christopher Heathcote.Age, 18 May 1994, p. 16. 

Janine Burke has written eight books of fiction and an 
history. Her latest novel Lullaby was published by Picador 
in 1994. 
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