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Abstract of the Dissertation
Signal Disruptions: Gendered Tropes and the Feminist Burlesque of Martha Rosler
by
Jennifer Mary Kruglinski
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Art History and Criticism
Stony Brook University

2014

My dissertation reveals the role of burlesque and humor in the feminist art of Martha
Rosler. Rosler is acknowledged as a key figure in the feminist art movement, as well as a
pioneer in video art, yet the fact that humor was integral to what I call her “feminist
burlesque”—Rosler’s parodic interpretation and re-presentation of the gendered imagery
portrayed by the mass media—has been largely ignored in the literature surrounding her work.
As such, this dissertation analyzes Rosler’s feminist artwork from the 1970s that directly
appropriated tropes of gender from the mass media and popular imagination in relation to both
the extant body of literature, as well as the history of burlesque and the notion of a feminist
aesthetic burlesque. I deliberately chose artworks that Rosler produced during the era in which
the “second wave” of feminist activity crested, as these works not only reflect the role of the
media in the construction of gendered identities, but also remain a poignant reminder of the
media’s continued dominance in representing tropes of femininity and masculinity, to this day. I
selected artworks created by Rosler in which she directly engaged with the dominant tropes of
gender portrayed within the media, as well. This dissertation asserts that Rosler’s feminist
burlesque of these tropes creates an aesthetic space for viewers to reconsider the role of the
media, and the capitalist economy that supports and drives it, in constructing and confirming
gendered identity, as well as the larger ideologies at play. I viewed Rosler’s artwork through the
lenses of carnivalesque laughter (Bakhtin), the history of burlesque, as well as Brechtian
distanciation, and a feminist analytics of power (Scott). In doing so, this dissertation opened a
new avenue for the analysis and discourse of feminist art and artists—that of the feminist
burlesque.
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Introduction: Feminist Burlesque and Martha Rosler’s Artwork from the 1970s

Woman is thus granted very little validity even within her limited existence and
second-rate biological equipment: were she to deliver an entire orphanage of
progeny, they would only be so many dildoes.

Kate Millett'

Amidst the social unrest and cultural upheaval of the late 1960s, Martha Rosler created
artworks that engaged in a feminist burlesque of the tropes of gender that she appropriated from
mass culture and the popular imagination. While the fact that she created artworks that
commented on gender was not unique within the context of the women’s movement, the fact that
she also focused on the satirical mode of burlesque to dissect and at least momentarily interrupt
the circulation of images of femininity was a uniquely effective strategy among feminist artists
whose careers began at the height of the feminist second wave. By highlighting everyday and
familiar imagery and stereotypes and re-presenting them as strange within the parodic, clashing
space of the artwork, Rosler successfully demonstrated the constructed nature of the prescribed
gender roles and imagery within American society and culture. Although the existing literature
about Rosler is fairly extensive, the vast majority of it focused on her critiques of contemporary
culture, the roles she played within her art, or the mediums within which she works, among other
themes, but overlooked the integral role of humor within her artistic burlesque. This dissertation
disrupts that pattern by examining Rosler’s “feminist burlesque.” Burlesque is most often
defined as a literary or dramatic form of parody, and set out by the Oxford English Dictionary as:
“that species of literary composition, or of dramatic representation, which aims at exciting

laughter by caricature of the manner or spirit of serious works, or by ludicrous treatment of their

! Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1990), 185.



subjects; a literary or dramatic work of this kind.”* I intentionally surveyed Rosler’s use of
burlesque in her feminist artwork—specifically her dramatic and visual representations that
aimed to excite laughter in their ludicrous treatment of serious mass media representations. As
such, she carefully burlesqued the dominant gendered tropes that circulated in the media and
utilized various mediums ranging from photography, performance, video, and installation to
realize her vision.

Rosler worked in a variety of different modes, relying on static cameras or slow pacing in
an odd edit in a video work, or an awkward arrangement of space in a photomontage or an
installation, and theatricality in her performances, but regardless of the medium and the mode of
address, she always infused her works with a dialectical address, intertwined political and
didactic messages, viewed through a Brechtian Lehrstiicke lens. Her use of the parodic mode, or
burlesque, is key to her critique, as it softens the blow of her didacticism and makes her
politically critical feminist works more appealing and approachable to a wider audience. She
discussed her use of humor in an interview, specifically, how she “like[s] to use low forms, like
comedy. The remark, ‘If you want to tell people the truth, make them laugh; otherwise they'll kill
you,” is attributed to Oscar Wilde, and it’s not a bad guide for unpopular opinions.”™ As
philosopher Walter Benjamin noted, “there is no better start for thinking than laughter. And, in
particular, convulsion of the diaphragm usually provides better opportunities for thought than

convulsion of the soul.”

> "Burlesque," in Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press).

? Sabine Breitwieser, "In Conversation: Martha Rosler and Sabine Breitwieser: Part Ii: Stepping out from
Behind the Proscenium Arch," The Garage Sale Standard 2012, 13.

* Walter Benjamin, "The Author as Producer," in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical
Writings, ed. Peter Demetz (New York: Schocken Books, 1978), 236.



In this dissertation, I address the work that Rosler produced concurrent with the “second
wave” of feminism during the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. Accordingly, I focused my
research on the artworks in which Rosler directly addressed the role of women in society, as
many of her works throughout her oeuvre indirectly touch on this theme, as well. Previous
essays on Rosler, like Annette Michelson’s 1998 catalogue essay, “Solving the Puzzle,” both
surveyed Rosler’s video work and focused mainly on her feminist tactics as they related to her
larger critique of everyday life within capitalism: “the intensity of an informing rage, heightened
by the strength of her own presence as performer, was very quickly transformed into the analytic
sharpness of attack, at thinking through of sources and the dynamics of domination;” yet
Michelson’s purview largely overlooked the transformative potential of the humor embedded
within the burlesque inherent in Rosler’s critiques.” Like Michelson, Alexander Alberro
surveyed Rosler’s entire oeuvre and focused on her use of Brechtian distanciation and feminist
strategies, in his catalogue essay from the same year, “The Dialectics of Everyday Life,” while
he examined her use of a variety of media to examine the various subject positions available to
her audience throughout her career.® A more recent examination of Rosler’s work, Steve
Edward’s book Martha Rosler: The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems, (2012)

focused on the work named in the title, but situated that work within Rosler’s larger oeuvre, and

> Annette Michelson, "Solving the Puzzle," in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World, ed. Catherine
de Zegher (Cambridge, Massachussets: The MIT Press, 1998), 184.

% Alberro’s essay was incredibly informative as a general survey of Rosler’s career, but it did not provide
extensive depth about any single project. Alexander Alberro, "The Dialectics of Everyday Life: Martha
Rosler and the Strategy of the Decoy," ibid. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press).



did so by suggesting that the common interest throughout all of her work was in an “encounter or
clash between distinct narratives that is the heart of Rosler’s practice.””

Because I chose works in which Rosler’s parody and burlesque of the representation of
femininity in mass media was most apparent, the mediums I examined in this study paralleled
those of the media during the late twentieth century; thus this dissertation focuses on Rosler’s
photomontage and video, as well as her performances connected to her videos. The first chapter
outlines Rosler’s life and education, and serves as a biographical background to the artistic
analysis that follows in the remaining chapters. The second chapter addresses Rosler’s first
photomontage series, Body Beautiful, or Beauty Knows No Pain (1966-1972), and her burlesque
of the role print media played in presenting images and tropes of femininity to Cold War
Americans as merely one amidst myriad other consumable products in the booming economy
after the Second World War.® In the third chapter, I examine the function of parody and
burlesque in Rosler’s second series of photomontages, House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home
(1967-1972), which brought together the American capitalist economy, western domestic
interiors, and scenes from the Vietnamese war front in Rosler’s examination of femininity as tied
to the American construction and representation of home.’ Finally, in the fourth chapter I
analyze Rosler’s videos, and the performances from which they were adapted, in relation to the

context in which they were created. In her videos, Rosler directly quoted roles and stereotypes

7 Steve Edwards, Martha Rosler: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (London: Afterall
Books, 2012), 69.

¥ Rosler recently changed the title of this series and in earlier texts it was referred to as, Beauty Knows No
Pain, or Body Beautiful.

? This series used to be separated into two sections, Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, and
Bringing the War Home: In Vietnam, and older texts have those titles for these works, but now both parts
of the series are titled, House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home.



from televised programming, which allows viewers to engage in her critique of the original
appropriated media within its own visual language and context.

I argue that through her careful insertion of humor into fraught topics, Rosler opened a
space in which viewers of her works could easily approach and digest the feminist message
underlying her artworks and engage with their own critiques, developing their own questions
about the hidden processes and ideologies that drive our society. Mikhail Bakhtin, who
essentially equated parody with burlesque as both related to the grotesque and carnivalesque,
described laughter as having “a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential forms of
the truth concerning the world as a whole, concerning history and man,; it is a peculiar point of
view relative to the world; the world is seen anew, no less (and perhaps no more) profoundly that
when seen from the serious standpoint.... Certain essential aspects of the world are accessible
only to laughter.”"

Feminist artists during the 1970s were not the first to utilize a wide range of media in
their artwork in order to incite a dialogue about social, political, and cultural change. They
inherited this multi-media precedent from earlier twentieth century avant-garde movements like
the various Dada groups, the Bauhaus, and even De Stijl, as well as later movements like Fluxus
and Pop Art. These earlier models utilized everything from historic artistic media like painting
and sculpture, while looking to design, poetry, performance, installation, montage and a variety
of other modes of production, to fully communicate their modernist, utopian goals. The notion
that art could incite change was particularly strong in the early twentieth century, and tied to the
avant garde modernist project that followed in the aftermath of World War I. The wholesale

destruction of nearly an entire generation of young men by the technological innovations of the

' Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1984), 66.



modern era caused many people, artists included, to seek another route for social and cultural
transformation outside that provided by technology.

Art became a realm of protest and clamor for change at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, as
well as in Gerrit Rietveld’s architectural designs for worker’s housing projects in De Hoek,
Netherlands, as the aesthetic entered into social, cultural, and political criticism with a fervor
largely unseen in artistic production prior to the twentieth century. The mobilization of the arts
in the face of massive social and political unrest echoed forward to the future situation of the
1960s and 1970s, when artists again viewed their output as a mode of communication through
which they could effectively reach a wider audience to create an affective message that could
actually shift public opinion. I deliberately use the term echo, to call on Joan W. Scott’s notions
of the “fantasy echo” as a useful idea about the writing of history, which always takes place after
the events have happened: “Fantasy echo has a wonderfully complex resonance. ... the term
signifies the repetition of something imagined or an imagined repetition. In either case the
repetition of something is not exact since an echo is an imperfect return of sound. Fantasy, as
noun or adjective, refers to plays of the mind that are creative and not always rational. ...
Retrospective identifications, after all, are imagined repetitions and repetitions of imagined
resemblances. The echo is a fantasy, the fantasy an echo; the two are inextricably intertwined.”"'
The archive of Martha Rosler’s artwork that I constructed is my fantasy echo, or a feminist
reverberation, of her feminist aesthetic burlesque of the gendered tropes present in the in mass
media from the late 1960s through the 1970s.

As I traced the course of Martha Rosler’s feminist burlesque throughout her early

oeuvre, [ drew upon many sources ranging from critical theory to art world criticism, yet the

"' Joan Wallach Scott, "Fantasy Echo: History and the Construction of Identity," Critical Inquiry 27, no.
2:287.



most influential of these were the words of the artist herself. Rosler has interviewed with many
people, magazines, and other sources since the 1970s, but two of the most thorough and useful
interviews have been the one conducted by Craig Owens for Video Data Bank’s Profile series, in
1986, as well as the interview conducted by Benjamin H. D. Buchloch in 1998 for her
retrospective exhibition catalogue, Positions in the Life World. Outside of these, and the other
numerous interviews with Rosler from various sources over the years, she also wrote extensively
alongside her artistic production. Writing has been part of her life from an early age—she was
twelve when she won a writing prize at her school for a poem and two short stories, which
apparently flustered her because, as she said, she considered herself an artist, but as she grew
into a more nuanced artist she realized these two crafts were both part of the multifaceted artistic
role that she defined for herself early on.'

Aside from the interviews with Rosler, her essays, like the early essay about the nascent
medium of video, “To Argue for a Video of Representation. To Argue for a Video Against the
Mythology of Everyday Life,” discussed the aesthetic and radical potential of video, and were
hugely influential for my construction of my feminist reverberation. As she noted in that essay:
“It seems to me appropriate to use the medium of television, which in its most familiar form is
one of the primary conduits of ideology—through both its ostensive subject matter and its
overtly commercial messages. I am trying to enlist ‘video,” or a different form of television, in

the attempt to make explicit the connections between ideas and institutions, connections whose

1> Rosler noted this fact in her interview with Molly Nesbit and Hans Ulrich Obrist, "Martha Rosler in
Conversation with Molly Nesbit and Hans Ulrich Obrist," in Passionate Signals, ed. Inka Schube
(Hannover: Sprengel Museum, 2005).



existence is never alluded to by corporate TV. Nevertheless, video is not a strategy, it is merely a
mode of access.”"

Rosler utilized these critical essays as only one of many modes of access amidst video,
performance, photomontage, and others, to elaborate her vision of Cold War America, reaching
out to audiences in whichever method of communication was most effective for her message. In
a more recent essay, when asked to review the position of women artists at the turn of the
millennium, she concluded:

It is important to recall, ceaselessly, that feminism has represented, at its best, not

women demanding simply a high place at the table. Women did not demand to be

knighted or anointed as kings. I claim confidently that, as a body and as

individuals, women artists were working, fighting, and theorizing to produce a

significant art, an art of criticality, an art of open-ended questioning and a

recognition of difference. ... Through agitation of numerous kinds, women

changed the art world decisively—at least for several decades—drawing on the

vitality and inspiration of the social and political movements of the late 1960s and
1970s."

In a later version of the “To Argue for a Video of Representation” essay (then titled “For an Art
against the Mythology of Everyday Life”), Rosler noted how she relied on a variety of
disruptive, or alienating strategies, and dealt with issues that related to: “social positions, [and
used] a variety of different forms, most of which [were] borrowed from common culture, forms
such as written postcards, letters, conversations, banquets, garage sales, and television programs
of various forms, including human-interest interviews and cooking-demonstrations. Using these

forms provide[d] [Rosler] with an element of familiarity and also signal[ed] [her] interest in real-

' Martha Rosler, "To Argue for a Video of Representation. To Argue for a Video against the Mythology
of Everyday Life," in Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson
(Cambridge Massachusetts: the MIT Press, 1999), 367.

"4 " An Imaginary Talk on Women Artists at the End of the Millennium," in Women Artists at the End of
the Millennium, ed. Carol Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2006), 141-42.



world concerns, as well as [gave her] the chance to take on those cultural forms, to interrogate
them, so to speak, about their meaning within society.”"

As part of her interrogation into the meaning of forms, Rosler avidly quoted images, or
representations, of gender roles from mass and popular culture and re-presented them in her
artworks, effectively disrupting the controlling male gaze inherent in the visual language of the
dominant patriarchal order as described by Laura Mulvey in her groundbreaking essay, first
published in Screen in 1975, and in which she noted the complex, Lacanian structure of the look
embedded in film, that can, subsequently, be applied to television, video, and even the still
camera, as well: “The first blow against the monolithic accumulation of traditional film
conventions (already undertaken by radical film-makers) is to free the look of the camera into its
materiality in time and space and the look of the audience into dialectics and passionate
detachment. There is no doubt this destroys the satisfaction, pleasure and privilege of the
‘invisible guest,” and highlights the way film has depended on voyeuristic active/passive
mechanisms.”'®

Rosler exploited the dialectic of active and passive mechanisms that Mulvey discussed as
built into the dynamics of filmic viewing (and by proxy the viewing actions embedded in looking
at the products of the video and photographic camera), and then parodied the conventions that
gender ascribed to masculine and feminine roles stereotyped in media representations. Although

Mulvey’s text was an early and formative feminist essay deconstructing the viewing process,

very little has shifted in Western patriarchal mass culture to dislodge the primacy of the

'3 "For an Art against the Mythology of Everyday Life," in Decoys and Disruptions: Selected Writings
1975-2001 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2004), 7.

'® T aura Mulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Screen 16, no. 3 (1975): 18.



determining male gaze from a position of pleasurable looking and thus controlling the sexual
object on the screen, while also identifying with the image of the subject on the screen.

While Mulvey updated her essay in 1981 to reflect a position of female spectatorship and
subjecthood, and acknowledge that there are alternative positions that exist outside the
mainstream Hollywood patriarchal image-making machine, she recognized that, “in-built
patterns of pleasure and identification impose masculinity as ‘point of view,’ a point of view
which is also manifest in the general use of the masculine third person. ... the emotions of those
women accepting ‘masculinization’ while watching action movies with a male hero are
illuminated by the emotions of a heroine of a melodrama whose resistance to a ‘correct’ feminine
position is the crucial issue at stake. Her oscillation, her inability to achieve stable sexual
identity, is echoed by the woman spectator’s masculine ‘point of view.””!” She situated gendered
viewership amidst a field of signs inherent to the patriarchal order, as well as against the screen
on which the gaze of the viewer mingles with the gaze of the camera’s lens, and thus her ideas
formed a basis for the burlesque parody of Rosler’s critiques of the rigid gender hierarchy of
American society during the Cold War.

Although Laura Mulvey was one of the first feminist theorists to address the position of
the gendered spectator in relation to the filmic spectacle, she was not the last. Among the myriad
authors that responded to, and built upon her concepts since her essay was first published in
1975, was Kaja Silverman in her 1996 book, The Threshold of the Visible World. While Mulvey
held that her original article did not require any alterations or amendments, the dialogues
initiated through identity politics and post-structuralism allowed Silverman to offer a new

perspective on the processes of viewing and the subsequent kinds of idealization and

' v A fterthoughts on "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" Inspired by Duel in the Sun," in Feminism
and Film Theory, ed. Constance Penley (New York: Routledge, 1988), 69-70.
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identification associated with those processes, as well as the productivity of the look and the
potential for political change embedded within the cinema and its matrix of gazes. As Silverman
noted when discussing her productive plan of action, one must proceed “from the ideal-ego to the
active gift of love,” and that, “the conclusion we are encouraged to draw is stunning in its
simplicity: if it is through textual production, especially in its visual or imaginary forms, that the
subject is encouraged to idealize certain bodily parameters, it can only be through the creation
and circulation of alternative images and words that he or she can be given access to new
identificatory coordinates.”'® Thus, the images that circulated through the cultural production of
the 1990s still adhered to the same patriarchal definitions of idealization that were present when
Rosler, as well as Mulvey, first produced their critiques, and these images merely reinforced
older, patriarchal representations of bodily idealization, rather than present newer, alternative
images of idealization.

Regardless of the lack of movement in the mainstream media’s depiction of gender since
the “second wave” of feminism, and how these representations affect identification, I am
particularly indebted to Silverman’s analysis of ego-ideal for my exploration of ideal images of
feminine beauty in Rosler’s photomontages: “I am not arguing against idealization—without
which human existence would be unendurable, and which is the precondition for every loving
access to the other, whether identificatory or erotic—but against the smooth meshing of that
psychic operation with culturally defined norms. The colonization of idealization by the screen
not only restricts ideality to certain subjects, while rendering others unworthy of love, but also

naturalizes the former as essentially ideal.”"”

' Kaja Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World (New York, NY: Routledge, 1996), 81.

¥ Ibid., 37.
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Silverman’s later discussions of the screen and the gaze further influenced my
exploration of Rosler’s videos, particularly her discussion of the socially constituting gaze and
camera, which she described by stating: “When we feel the social gaze focused upon us, we feel
photographically ‘framed.” However, the converse is also true: when a real camera is trained
upon us, we feel ourselves subjectively constituted, as if the resulting photograph could
somehow determine ‘who’ we are.”?’ Rosler keenly highlighted the notion of the gaze, and the
camera, as socially constituting an individual’s identity, and thus utilized a variety of cameras,
both video and photographic, private and public, as well as multiple gazes, within her artwork to
both capitalize on and deconstruct this notion through her parodic feminist burlesque.

Silverman also addressed the political potential of film, in which she engaged with
Bertolt Brecht’s modernist ideal of alienation as interpreted through Walter Benjamin’s
discussion of the aura of the work of art as related to its decay from mass reproduction as seen in
the mechanization inherent to modernization. Silverman noted that: “Distanciation offers little
assistance in shifting unconscious desire, or reordering the terms of the bodily ego. However, it
figures necessarily and centrally at that point at which the gift of love shifts from a passive to an
active modality. Because distanciation aims precisely and above all else at the inculcation of
conscious knowledge in the spectator, it is the preeminent epistemological tool within the

aesthetic domain.”?

! Rosler, in particular, cited Brechtian alienation, or distanciation, as one of
the foundational strategies for her artwork, and her videos in particular, through which she

entered into a critique of the social practices that visually constitute individuals, and stated: “I

2 bid., 135.

2 bid., 104.
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was comfortable with Brecht’s idea of Lehrstucke, that in a work of art one attempts to deal with
an issue pedagogically or at least didactically.”**

Despite Rosler’s direct attribution of the influence a Brechtian technique in the previous
quote, it is more than apparent that she allowed Brecht’s words to guide her artwork during the
1970s: “People cannot conceive of contradiction and detachment as being part of artistic
appreciation. Of course such appreciation normally includes a higher level, which appreciates
critically, but the criticism here only applies to matters of technique; it is quite a different matter
from being required to observe not a representation of the world but the world itself in a critical,
contradictory, detached manner.”® Rosler utilized different modes of Brechtian distanciation as
the foundational strategies for her feminist aesthetic burlesque of the culture surrounding them.

Another tactic that Rosler utilized in tandem with Brechtian distanciation is that of
humor, and while she directly referred to a, “New York—style Yiddish deadpan irony,” that
pervaded her artwork, I found Mikhail Bakhtin’s text, Rabelais and His World, useful for his
description of carnivalesque humor.”* While Bakhtin outlined the fact that carnivalesque humor
died off in the modern era—with the loss of regenerative and transformative power that
accompanied the carnivalesque, or grotesque, laughter that occurred during the Romantic
period—I claim that Martha Rosler’s artworks still hold the true power of the carnivalesque, as
outlined by Bakhtin here: “to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the combination of a

variety of different elements and their rapprochement, to liberate from the prevailing point of

view of the world, from conventions and established truths, from clichés, from all that is

2 Craig Owens, "On Art and Artists: Martha Rosler," Profile 5, no. 2: 21.

> Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic (New York: Hill and Wang, 1964),
146.

* Martha Rosler, interview by Author, July-August 2014.
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humdrum and universally accepted. This carnival spirit offers the chance to have a new outlook

on the world, to realize the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new order

of things.”® Given that Rosler created her feminist artworks to disrupt viewers’ impressions of
the world around them and transform the way they perceived and acted in American society, her
works quite clearly inherited the kind of carnivalesque humor that Bakhtin described.

Another strategy utilized by Rosler was quotation, or appropriation, which both Walter
Benjamin and Craig Owens discussed at different junctures. In the book Understanding Brecht,
several of Benjamin’s essays regarding Brecht’s ‘Epic Theatre’ discussed the methods by which
one can achieve distanciation, which included the notion of “interruption” and “the quotable
gesture,” the first of which makes conditions strange, or alienates them through the process of
interruption.”® As Benjamin further noted, “interruption is one of the fundamental methods of all
form-giving. It reaches beyond the domain of art. It is, to mention just one of its aspects, the
origin of the quotation.” >’ Rosler fully embraced the notion of the interruption, or disruption, in
her artwork and writing, eventually even titling her book, Decoys and Disruptions, and noted in
an interview with Owens: “It’s true that my work manifests fragmentation. I want to repeat the
conditions under which we live, to say that fragmentary life can produce only fragmentary
representations of life. Also, I suggest that the movement is out of the work of art, into a solution

in ‘real life.””?®

» Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 34.
* Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock ( New York, NY: Verso, 1998), 18-19.
7 Ibid., 19.

2 Owens, "On Art and Artists: Martha Rosler," 47.
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Rosler’s disruptive strategy aided her pursuit of producing artwork that intervened in
“real life.” Rosler adhered to the notion of the quotable gesture in her artworks, as she
appropriated and quoted gendered tropes from mass media in order to create stereotypical
characters that aided her deconstructive burlesque. The idea of reproducibility also intertwines
with quotability and interruption, particularly when applied to film and video: “There is a
tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of the painter is a total one, that of
the cameraman consists of multiple fragments which are assembled under a new law. Thus for
contemporary man the representation of reality by the film is incomparably more significant than
that of the painter, since it offers, precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality
with mechanical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of all equipment.”” Rosler seized
upon the notion of the multiple reproducible fragments of everyday life and used that to her
advantage in her artworks, appropriating a Playboy pin-up for a photomontage and borrowing a
televised chef’s stiff mannerisms for one of her early videos.

While Benjamin and Brecht introduced the notions of interruption and quotation (or
appropriation) early on in the twentieth century, they were not the last to deal with those topics.
In addition to interviewing Martha Rosler for the Video Data Bank in Chicago, Craig Owens also
penned two hugely influential essays about feminism and appropriation, respectively, “The
Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” and “Representation, Appropriation, and
Power.” In the second of these essays, Owens noted how the disruptive nature of appropriation
could serve to illuminate reality:

Photography and film, based as they are on single-point perspective, are

transparent mediums; their derivation from the Classical system of representation
is obvious, yet remains to be investigated critically. Artists who deal with such

* Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in /lluminations, ed.
Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 234.
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images work to expose them as instruments of power. Not only do they
investigate the ideological message encoded therein, but, more importantly, the
strategies and tactics whereby such images secure their authoritative status in our
culture. For if such images are to be effective tools of cultural persuasion, then
their material and ideological supports must be erased so that, in them, reality
itself appears to speak. Through appropriation, manipulation, and parody, these
artists work to render visible the invisible mechanisms whereby these images
secure their putative transparency—a transparency that stems, as in Classical
representation, from the apparent absence of an author.™

Rosler worked to “render visible the invisible mechanisms” that provided the gendered
images and stereotypes with their power and to reveal the basis of that power in everyday life. In
“The Discourse of Others,” Owens noted that feminism was one of, if not the most significant,
developments of the 1970s and early 1980s, and even quoted from Martha Rosler’s essay “Notes
on Quotes,” in which she stated: “Thus for feminists in the past decade, the resuscitation of a
great variety of earlier works in all cultural fields was accompanied by energetic new production.
The interpretation of the meaning and social origins and rootedness of those forms helped
undermine the modernist tenet of the separateness of the aesthetic from the rest of human life,
and an analysis of the oppressiveness of the seemingly unmotivated forms of high culture was
companion to this work.”' Owens noted that many feminist artists engaged in an art production
that deconstructed notions of femininity, drawing from the extant “repertory of cultural imagery”
to highlight, investigate, and disrupt the representations of women, which is precisely what both

Rosler pursued in her artworks of the 1970s as she appropriated different tropes of femininity

30 Craig Owens, "Representation, Appropriation, and Power," in Beyond Recognition: Representation,
Power, and Culture, ed. Scott Stewart Bryson (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 1994),
111.

3! Martha Rosler, "Notes on Quotes," in Decoys and Disruptions: Selected Writings, 1975-2001
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2004), 135.
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from the popular imagination and mass media in order to satirize, interrupt, and deconstruct
them.*

As Owens discussed the postmodernist tendencies of an appropriative feminist artistic
practice, he outlined the various theoretical influences on feminist artists, which ranged from
psychoanalysis couched in Freud and Lacan, to feminist philosophers like Luce Irigiray, and
French post-structuralists like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. I found Foucault’s work on
the archive in The Archaeology of Knowledge and “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” as well as
his discussion of self-discipline in relation to society in Discipline and Punish, and of power in
The History of Sexuality: Volume I: An Introduction, of particular import to my investigation of
Rosler’s work, as he carefully negotiated the intertwined networks of power in our late industrial
capitalist culture as well as the monitoring of individuals and knowledge, topics that are
intimately embedded within the heart of the feminist deconstruction of the patriarchal order.
Specifically, Rosler called the viewer’s attention to the intertwined networks of power at play in
the American military industrial complex, as well as the notion of panopticism in her work
Domination and the Everyday (1978), as well as her 1981 collaboration with Paper Tiger
Television, Martha Rosler Reads Vogue. Despite Rosler’s overtly Foucauldian allusions to
genealogies and systemic oppression as she appropriated and burlesqued different gendered
tropes into her artwork in order to critique and deconstruct such representations as part of a
historic system of representation that traced a genealogy of patriarchal subjugation, the
influential philosopher’s works had not yet been made widely available in the United States
when Rosler made her works during the 1970s women’s movement, and the parallels are merely

serendipitous.

32 Craig Owens, "The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism," in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays
on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 71.
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Kate Millett was directly involved with the feminist movement, as well as the arts, and
her book, Sexual Politics, while couched in the 1970s “second wave” of feminism, was hugely
influential for situating Rosler’s work within the larger context of contemporary feminist theory.
Among other early feminists, like Betty Friedan, Shulamith Firestone, and Simone de Beauvoir,
Millett provided an immediate perspective on the landscape of feminism during the 1970s,
allowing insight into the theoretical inner workings behind the women’s groups that Rosler
attended, as well as the dynamics among the various inner divisions of feminism itself. As Rosler
noted about the feminist art movement: “The West Coast women tended more toward the
formation of communities, creating their new discourse and working toward instituting their
ideas within the context of those communities. In New York, with its larger network of people
and the allure of the preeminent art institutions, activities were often directed outward.
Consensus seemed to be based on political actions and statements rather than on collective
adjustments of theory, study, and art making, although study groups were an important

933

element.””” Millett carefully outlined the social, cultural, ideological, economic, anthropological,

and psychological basis for her theory of sexual politics, which she defined as, “power structured
relationships, arrangements whereby one group of persons is controlled by another,” through an,
“attempt to prove that sex is a status category with political implications.”** She continued:

the situation between the sexes now, and throughout history, is a case of that
phenomenon Max Weber defined as herrschaft, a relationship of dominance and
subordinance. What goes largely unexamined, often even unacknowledged (yet is
institutionalized nonetheless) in our social order, is the birthright priority whereby
males rule females. Through this system a most ingenious form of ‘interior
colonization’ has been achieved. It is one which tends moreover to be sturdier
than any form of segregation, and more rigorous than class stratification, more

3 Martha Rosler, "The Figure of the Artist, the Figure of the Woman," in Decoys and Disruptions:
Selected Writings, 1975-2001 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2004), 108.

3 Millett, Sexual Politics, 24.
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uniform, certainly more enduring. However muted its present appearance may be,
sexual domination obtains nevertheless as perhaps the most pervasive ideology of
our culture and provides its most fundamental concept of power.>>

While the climate of feminism has since shifted and become more nuanced, recognizing
the multiple oppressions of gender, race, class, and sexuality, Millett’s analysis of sexual politics
in the 1970s laid the groundwork for feminist inquiries like the ones put forth by Rosler, as well
as later work by critics like Frigga Haug, Sarah Ahmed, and Jackie Stacey. Millett herself
acknowledged the cyclical nature of the feminist movement in her 1990 introduction to Sexual
Politics, while her postscript presented an optimistic summary of the changes that transpired in
American culture since the 1970s: “In America one may expect the new women’s movement to
ally itself on an equal basis with blacks and students in a growing radical coalition. It is also
possible that women now represent a very crucial element capable of swinging the national
mood, poised at this moment between the alternatives of progress or political repression, toward
meaningful change. ... It may be that a second wave of the sexual revolution might at least
accomplish its aim of freeing half the race from its immemorial subordination—and in the
process bring us all a great deal closer to humanity.”*°

Unfortunately, the promise Millett saw in the 1990s turned towards repression instead of
freedom, as the political climate regressed towards an increasingly conservative backlash against
any of the gains won since the 1970s women’s movement, with the Equal Rights Amendment
permanently stalled in Congress, rape institutionally ignored on college campuses and by police
departments, and women’s reproductive rights slowly eroded four decades after the initial

victory of Roe v. Wade. Rosler highlighted this lack of feminist progress and the connection

between today and the days of the “second wave” in her recent re-presentations of her work from

3 1bid., 24-25.

3 1bid., 363.
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the 1970s, as in House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home, New Series (2004-2008), The Meta-
Monumental Garage Sale (2012), and Semiotics of the Kitchen: An Audition (2011).

Another feminist theorist whose ideas were hugely influential to my thinking was the
work of Joan W. Scott, who inherited the feminist legacy set out by trailblazers like Millett.
Scott’s ideas of the fantasy echo and feminist reverberations permeated my work, as she viewed
the waves of feminist activism and thought through various lenses, allowing everything from
post-structuralism to identity politics to influence her thought. She called upon a feminist
analytics of power to deconstruct traditional history: “We need the feminist analysis of
categories of identity not only to detect the differentials of power constructed by binary
oppositions that are purported to be timeless, natural, and universal, but also to contextualize and
historicize these categories. Feminist methodology has taught us to ask about variation,
difference, and conflict whenever we are presented with neatly contained entities—and not only
‘man’ and ‘woman.””’ Scott not only utilized feminist methods to question the way history was
written, and the categories applied within it, but also embedded within her analysis the metaphor
of the echo, or reverberation:

Echo may be a better metaphor ...for designating the mutability of words or

concepts because it’s more mobile, connoting not just a distorted repetition, but

also movement in space and time-history (see Scott). Perhaps, in these days of

cataclysmic transmission it would be better still to talk about reverberations,

seismic shock waves moving out from dispersed epicenters, leaving shifted

geological formations in their wake. The word reverberation carries with it a

sense both of causes of infinite regression—reverberations are re-echoes,
successions of echoes—and of effect—reverberations are also repercussions.*®

The notion that history is flexible, and that the actions of the past can influence the future, as

well as the idea that the historian in the future has great power over the past has pervaded my

37 Joan Wallach Scott, "Feminist Reverberations," differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 13,
no. 3 (2002): 11.

¥ Ibid.
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perception of Rosler’s artwork, particularly regarding her engagement with her own work from
the 1970s.

Although Kate Millett was a sculptor who fostered her interest in cultural criticism, and
Joan Wallach Scott is a contemporary feminist theorist, Lucy Lippard provided a unique
perspective on the feminist arts movement, from her position as an art critic. Lippard presented
the unique perspective of an art world insider, and someone involved with the feminist art
movement, but from someone outside of artistic production as she wrote art criticism. Although
she began her career writing typical modernist art criticism, Lippard eventually joined the
activist Art Worker’s Coalition (A.W.C.), but initially resisted Women Artists in Revolution
(W.A.R.) as she was, “decidedly not accustomed to identifying with female underdogs—with
oppressed people and unknown artists, yes, but women—that was too close for comfort.”* She
noted that even five years after, “the birth of [her] feminist consciousness,” she had to, “question
every assumption, every reaction,” as she was wary of the fact that the sexual politics Millett
outlined truly pervaded every aspect of American culture and consciousness.*’ After rising to her
feminist consciousness, Lippard became a germinal figure in the feminist realm, and not only
sought out feminist artists for her formally published criticism and organized exhibitions of their
art, but she also joined forces with W.A.R. and other feminist activist groups to protest the
institutionalized discrimination against women in museums and galleries across the country—in
doing so, she acknowledged that she felt needed within the art world and although she wanted to
revolutionize culture, she was, “stuck with reform because of the context I work in. Right now

art feminism is trapped within the system,” and in order to prevent feminist art from being

* Lucy Lippard, "Changing since Changing," in From the Center: Feminist Essays on Women's Art (New
York: E.P. Dutton, 1976), 3-4.

“ 1bid., 4.
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subsumed into ideology of “greatness” of the art world establishment, she resigned herself to her
position of working within the system rather than attempting to overthrow it completely.*'
Lippard’s cataloguing of the feminist art movement proved an invaluable resource for my
analysis of the historic context in which Rosler produced her art.

Particularly striking in relation to the current feminist landscape was Lippard’s discussion
of reform, rather than revolution, and how this intertwined with a concept proposed by Herbert
Marcuse—that of repressive tolerance. While Marcuse’s critical theory expounded many
influential ideas about America’s late capitalist military industrial complex, I found his notion of
repressive tolerance to be the most relevant to my investigation of Rosler’s feminist media art
burlesque of the 1970s, and to feminist art in general. As Marcuse noted in his essay “Repressive
Tolerance:”

The conditions under which tolerance can again become a liberating and

humanizing force have still to be created. When tolerance mainly serves the

protection and preservation of a repressive society, when it serves to neutralize

opposition and to render men immune against other and better forms of life, then

tolerance has been perverted. And when this perversion starts in the mind of the
individual, in his consciousness, his needs, when heteronomous interests occupy

him before he can experience his servitude, then the efforts to counteract his

dehumanization must begin at the place of entrance, there where the false

consciousness takes form (or rather: is systematically formed) -it must begin with
stopping the words and images which feed this consciousness.

As I already noted, the conditions which create and preserve a repressive society have not been
alleviated, and the systemic tolerance of subversive movements like feminism effectively
declaws them while bringing them into the establishment, thus rendering their potentially radical

and revolutionary critiques relatively harmless as part of the larger military industrial complex of

* bid., 10.

** Herbert Marcuse, "Repressive Tolerance," in The Essential Marcuse: Selected Writings of Philosopher
and Social Critic Herbert Marcuse, ed. Andrew Feenberg and William Leiss (Boston, Massachusetts:
Beacon Press, 2007), 51.
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American society. Rosler even acknowledged the repressive tendencies of our society in her
essay, “Notes on Quotes,” in which she referred readers to Marcuse’s essay.*’ Rosler created
works that disrupted the images and words that fed the false consciousness at the root of our
repressive society, yet nothing short of a cultural, social, and political revolution would affect the
changes for which Marcuse called.

While that revolution has yet to occur, artists and activists continue to take aim at the
inequities inherent in American culture, with Martha Rosler among them. She continues to
produce artwork that dissects the mass produced stereotypes of gender through a parodic
burlesque of popular cultural representations. Recently, Rosler delved back into her work from
the 1970s, making the connections she found between that era and today all the more concrete.
She not only re-presented her 1975 video Semiotics of the Kitchen as a performance at the
Whitechapel Gallery in 2003, but she also reprised her 1967-1972 Bringing the War Home
photomontage series, as well as her 1973 Monumental Garage Sale. Although many women of
my generation denounced feminism in recent years, I identify with and espouse its views, which
call for an equal society, culture, and politics for all men and women, and I also empathize with
Rosler’s more radical social and political critiques that she presents in her artwork. As I argue in
this dissertation, Rosler’s feminist burlesque of gendered tropes within the mass media creates a
space in which the audience of, and participants in, her artworks can openly and easily
reconsider the context in which images of gender are created, and how the way they are
represented reveals deeper truths about the power structures of our society, as well as the forces
that drive our cultural and political systems—all approached through the common language of

humor that makes her work that much more accessible.

» Rosler, "Notes on Quotes," 137.
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Chapter One: Writing Feminist Art History

The media have substituted themselves for the older world. Even if we should wish
to recover that older world we can do it only by an intensive study of the ways in
which the media have swallowed it.

Marshall McLuhan'

While the tumult that arose during the 1960s and carried through to the 1970s was
momentous, and the artistic response to this cultural, social, and political upheaval was just as
monumental, this was not the first time in the twentieth century that art responded to crises in the
outside world. The artists’ responses—Martha Rosler among them—to the turmoil of the 1960s
are fantasy echoes, to again borrow Joan W. Scott’s term, in which the aesthetic reverberations
of earlier radicals carried forward through time, and were reimagined in the new context of the
agitation against the Vietnam War, the fight for Civil Rights, the Gay Rights movement, and the
Women’s Rights Movement.” The momentum for change that arose after the end of the first
World War was largely obfuscated by the rise of Fascism and Communism in Europe, both of
which rejected avant-garde art in favor of a form of realism that could be put to work in both of
their respective propaganda machines. A few voices, like those of John Heartfield, maintained
their critical vision and used their artwork as a podium to speak out against Hitler and the horrors
incited by the Nazis. Heartfield was a photomonteur progenitor of Rosler’s practice, as he
similarly created agitprop montages that critiqued the political and social climate around him
only decades earlier between the World Wars. However, he was only one of a few, and much of
the art produced immediately after World War II focused largely on formalist aesthetics, rather
than any ideals of social or cultural change. The centers of power in the artistic world shifted

from Paris and Berlin, as Europe was still reeling from the destruction of the war, to New York

' Marshall McLuhan, "Education, Language, and Media," Cycle 7 (1973): 232.

* See Scott, "Fantasy Echo: History and the Construction of Identity."
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City in America. This shift in the artistic power structure followed many of the artists that were
forced to, or chose to, expatriate to the United States. The atmosphere in New York and the rest
of America after WWII was one of heightened productivity, consumption, and expectations for
the potential of America’s new role as the new leading nation—not only in the Western world,
but across the entire globe.

In an accordingly modernist fashion, the new American avant-garde broke with earlier
experiments in socially, culturally, or politically engaged art, and instead focused on formal
aesthetics within the newly emerging “New York School.” This is the art that Rosler was the
most familiar with when she grew up in its midst in New York City during the 1940s and 1950s.
With Clement Greenberg as the dominant critical voice for this newly formed art world,
formalist aesthetics dominated the aesthetic production in America through 1950s, and only with
the rise of “Neo-Dada” and Allan Kaprow’s Happenings, at the end of the decade, did art’s
content reflect and consider the external world—particularly that of the booming consumer
capitalist society that took hold of America after 1945. Throughout the 1960s, art took a variety
of turns, at once reinforcing Greenbergian formalism through Minimalist painting, but also
turning away from the strict modernist ideals in Conceptual works and Fluxus events. This
oscillation in the art world ironically reflected the massive unrest that mounted throughout the
U.S. during the 1960s. From the Civil Rights movement to the Anti-Vietnam War movement,
and the various counter-culture and student groups that formed in their midst, citizens lashed out
at the establishment that had, for decades, sold the populace a singular image of the “American
Dream” centered around a white, nuclear family, and all the objects and consumer goods that

accompanied that lifestyle image.
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It was in this tumultuous context that Feminist art developed, and in this milieu that
Rosler developed her first photomontages and critical aesthetic practices, as she noted: “by the
late ‘60s, feminism began to inform my thoughts and my work. I was obsessed with the

>3 Built on the momentum

reduction of the female to the mythic and to the crudely concrete.
from the various protests of the 1960s, women raised their voices, fists, paintbrushes, and
cameras in protest against their limited roles in society. Artists joined the causes of the civil
rights movement as well as the protests against the Vietnam War, particularly in the framework
of groups like the Art Worker’s Coalition (A.W.C.). However, as with many of these other
1960s counter-culture movements, women were often relegated to secretarial roles, at best, while
men worked on the front lines. In “Black Power—Catalyst for Feminist,” Sara Evans detailed
the sexism inherent in the Student civil rights activist group, SNCC, which was outlined and
presented in the 1964 “SNCC Position Paper (Women in the Movement)” at the staff retreat:
“Evidence of sexual discrimination in SNCC filled first of three pages: eleven specific examples
of the automatic relegation of women to clerical work, exclusion of women from decisionmaking
[sic] groups and leading positions, the tendency to refer to men as people and women as ‘girls;’”
and although the women knew the list would not be well-received, they presented it anyway, in
an attempt to combat the attitude the bred statements like, “Stokely Carmichael’s rebuttal: ‘The
only position for women in SNCC is prone.””* Evidence of sexism extended far into the art
world as well, as Juliette Gordon noted in her article outlining the history of Women Artists in

Revolution (W.A.R.):

Although women made up half of the coalition, they rarely spoke up at the intense
discussions held sometimes twice weekly, except for one women [sic] who held

3 Owens, "On Art and Artists: Martha Rosler." 12.

* Sara Evans, "Black Power--Catalyst for Feminism," in Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's
Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: Vintage Books, 1980), 86-87.
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all the male artists in her power since she was an art critic who could build or
destroy a reputation. After all, men were the artists and women came there to
appreciate their intelligence, so why should a women [sic] expect more? After
some of us openly expressed our displeasure over the existing situation men
patted us in mascot fashion and even put women into the changing chairmanship
roles occasionally, denying all the while that any ‘real’ problem existed. ... an
extra demand was added to encourage female artists towards greater equality, but
even that had to be modified but the male who rewrote it since we really couldn’t
be serious about asking for 50% representation in all art shows even though we
comprised 65% of the professional art schools.’

Frustrated with their exclusion from the active roles within the movements, feminist artists
created their own organizations and movements, like W.A.R., which could finally reflect their
views and ideas regarding the changes needed in American culture. Martha Rosler, herself an
highly active member of the Women’s Liberation Front in San Diego from the late 1960s on,
acknowledged and commented on the strict classification that took place within the art world
after the fact: “the art world reflexively seeks cover under the banner of one reigning idea. The
rigid categorization that follows upon this has led to women artists’ exclusion from shows
devoted to historicizing the first generation of conceptual artists because these women were
identified as feminists, which would place them in a different pigeonhole of a show.”

The basic outline of the rise of the women’s movement during the late 1960s is well-
known, and circulates widely through a variety of texts, ranging from general, “women and art”
survey texts like Whitney Chadwick’s, Women, Art, and Society, to more specifically feminist
histories, like Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard’s, The Power of Feminist Art, and more
recent exhibition catalogues and texts, like Helena Reckitt and Peggy Phelan’s, Art and
Feminism, and Cornelia Butler’s, WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution, that re-presented the

familiar feminist history through a broader, and more inclusive lens. Each of these texts

° Women Artists in Revolution, "A Documentary Herstory of Women Artists in Revolution," (Pittsburgh,
PA: KNOW, INC., 1973), 2.

% Rosler, "An Imaginary Talk on Women Artists at the End of the Millennium," 139.
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expanded and revealed more detail about the development and production of feminist art,
building on the general introduction provided in Chadwick’s survey, and created a growing
archive of scholarship regarding feminist art.

As Peter Wollen discovered, “feminism thus acted as a crucial catalyst in breaking the
hold of modernism. But at the same time feminism is resistant to absorption into any new
institutional chapter in an epochal history of art that remains patriarchal in its foundations,
whether modernist or postmodernist. Feminism demands more than a redistribution or
realignment within a persistent Symbolic Order, a persistent culture.””’

The women’s movement, and the role of the feminist artists within it, was one of the most
important social and cultural movements of the late twentieth century, as Craig Owens, among
many others, noted, “among the most significant developments of the past decade—it may well
turn out to have been the most significant—has been the emergence, in nearly every area of
cultural activity, of a specifically feminist practice.”® Feminist artists, like Rosler, mobilized and
participated in a variety of protests, as well as created their own centers and sites for elaborating

this discourse.
The Medium is the Message, or is it?

When she first moved to San Diego, Rosler worked with ‘underground’ feminist
newspapers like Goodbye to All That, and through her connection to the local Women’s
Liberation Front, she engaged with protests in the area around San Diego, as well as lectured at

schools and organizations in that locale. The use of multiple mediums by individual feminist

7 Peter Wollen, "Counter-Cinema and Sexual Difference," in Difference: On Representation and
Sexuality, ed. Kate Linker (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1985), 39.

¥ Owens, "The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism," 61.
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artists to most accurately communicate their message of gender equality—as in Rosler’s case—
was a particularly unique strategy, largely unseen elsewhere in the art world. Drawing upon the
avant-garde modernist strategies from Dada to Pop, feminist artists produced a multi-media
artistic affront to open up a dialogue about women’s rights within the art world and well beyond.
Each medium utilized by artists like Rosler carried with it its own history and context, which I
will trace briefly, here.

Photography, and the related formats of photomontage and collage, appear throughout
Martha Rosler’s oeuvre, and provided many feminist artists with the means of creating and
appropriating imagery that supported their search for equal rights. Women in the late twentieth
century approached the camera, and its output, as a mode of image production that constructed
the world as they saw it through the fixed gaze of the camera’s lens. Photography erupted into
the world in the mid-nineteenth century, amidst the cacophony of the steam age and Victorian
ideals. While originally touted as an equal-opportunity medium, gender, class, geographic
location, and ethnicity have always mediated access to photography. However, by the late
twentieth century, women artists were able to utilize photography as a mode of resistance against
their lack of a voice in cultural, social, and political realms.

As Susan Sontag noted that, “photographs furnish evidence.” Yet, as she continued,
“photography is not, to begin with, an art form at all. Like language, it is a medium in which
works of art (among other things) are made,” and thus served as merely another creative tool,
among several, in an artist’s kit.'® The dual function of photography, evidence and art, facilitated
feminist artists’, like Martha Rosler’s, use and embrace of photography in the context of the

women’s movement of the 1970s. Photography and photomontage became yet another set of

? Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Picador, 1977), 5.

" Ibid., 148.
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tools in the feminist artistic arsenal towards equality. In the role of document or evidence, the
photograph served to preserve individual visions of a multitude of ephemeral performances,
installations, protests and other actions, while its aesthetic merits were well established within
the art world by the 1970s. Rosler’s use of photomontage in her Body Beautiful: Beauty Knows
No Pain series had a clear historic precedent, not only in medium but also style and purpose, in
the Dada photomontages of Hannah Hoch and John Heartfield, as well as the Pop collages of
Richard Hamilton. Her appropriation of images cut from contemporary magazines and
advertisements, which she cleverly re-presented in a new aesthetic environment, both made
familiar photographs strange and proved an highly effective strategy for bringing those images,
as well as the surrounding political, cultural, and social climate that produced them, into
question. As Alexander Alberro noted about Rosler’s montage practice:

in Rosler’s work, ...that neo-avant-garde tradition is fused with the European

Marxist tradition of montage as political critique practiced throughout the century

by Sergei Eisenstein, John Heartfield, Walter Benjamin, Hannah Hoch, and some

of the surrealists in the 1920s and 1930s. In other words, whereas the

juxtaposition of disparate images and contexts in this series seems related to

works such as Hamilton’s Just What is It That Makes Today’s Home So Different,

So Appealing? (1956) and Rosenquist’s F-111 (1965), for Rosler montage

required a dialectical synthesis where new meaning would be produced—one
imbued with a sharp political critique.""

Clearly Rosler’s method was rooted in an earlier avant garde tradition that confronted
politics through appropriation of a dominant visual language courtesy of photography’s
role of evidence, while also situating her critique in the aesthetic realm through its role as
art.
Video is another area of particular interest as a realm of art production where women and

men supposedly had equal access to this new technology since its inception. This notion of

' Alberro, "The Dialectics of Everyday Life: Martha Rosler and the Strategy of the Decoy," 80.
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equal access is quite relevant, as the historic production of art and the artistic canon were topics
seized upon during the 1970s by feminists like Linda Nochlin, who discussed women’s access to
different modes of aesthetic production.'” As Nochlin discussed in her landmark essay, “Why
Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” traditional art forms, like painting and sculpture,
were preceded by millennia of primarily male participation, output, and instruction, and thus had
a patriarchal power structure that could not be shaken: “By stressing the institutional—that is,
the public—rather than the individual, or private, preconditions for achievement or the lack of it
in the arts, [ have tried to provide a paradigm for the investigation of other areas in the field. ...I
have suggested that it was indeed institutionally made impossible for women to achieve artistic
excellence, or success, on the same footing as men, no matter what the potency of their so-called
talent or genius.”” Video, as a new, twentieth-century technology for art-making, had no such
precedent to determine its trajectory outside of the inherent patriarchal nature of the society in
which video arose as an art form. The perceived equality of the availability of video was far
more valid than any previous mode of art production.

Unlike film, videos did not require developing, processing, and the like, but were
immediately available for review and editing. This instantaneous quality allowed artists to
rapidly produce videos related to any subject matter and view them without any intermediaries,
processing, or waiting, as with film. Critics, like Rosalind Krauss, argued that video’s instant

transfer of images could become the means by which a purely narcissistic aesthetic was

> Photography, and its sister medium of film, would be the only other “new” mediums touted as having
equal opportunity open to men and women, yet this new technology was created and developed by men in
a society that was exceedingly paternal than patriarchal towards women. Thus the actuality of
photography being “equally” available to men and women, in a society where women required a male
escort to leave their homes and often did not have the opportunity to own property nor vote, was more of
a myth than fact.

B Linda Nochlin, "Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?," in Women, Art, and Power and
Other Essays (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 1988), 176.
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produced, resulting in the medium of video equated with narcissism and, as Krauss mused, “with
the subject of video, the ease of defining it in terms of its machinery does not seem to coincide
with accuracy; and my own experience of video keeps urging me towards the psychological
model.”" However, while Krauss’s notion of moving away from the machinery itself, and
toward the artist’s psyche, initiated a forward momentum; I argue that far from defining a purely
narcissistic aesthetic, the feminist artists like Rosler, who utiliz