After Image

SIMRYN GILL | ANA MENDIETA | CINDY SHERMAN | FRANCESCA WOODMAN

David Hopkins

This exhibition offers an over-view of developments within women’s art practice during the last thirty-or-so years. It concentrates on the work of four major figures, two of whom died prematurely, and touches on issues ranging from female self-definition to cultural belonging. In a sense the exhibition’s scope is enormous. Two of the artists included are American; the other two – from Cuba and Australia – can be seen as commenting on American cultural hegemony. What they share is a remarkable thematic and visual unity.  

Ana Mendieta’s work, produced from1972 onwards, is the earliest work in the exhibition. In the1970s various forms of performance art, often carried out for the camera or video recorder alone rather than for an audience, were part of a developing post-conceptualist art language, and Mendieta’s early photographic sequences and ‘Super 8’ films show her using this vocabulary. However, Mendieta’s contribution was utterly distinctive. The work of equivalent male performance artists such as Vito Acconci or Bruce Nauman often explored perceptual or phenomenological conditions as a direct response to the problems posed by the Minimalist sculpture of the mid 1960s. Although their work dealt with ‘personal space’ it tended to engage rather impersonally with issues in art discourse. Mendieta’s response to this, as a female artist, is exemplified in her Facial Hair Transplant photographs of 1972. The artist herself stated that the idea of transferring hair from her friend Morty Sklar’s face to her own was a riposte to Marcel Duchamp’s Dada gesture of 1919 LHOOQ in which he added a pencilled moustache and beard to a reproduction of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. Many male artists around this time were engaged in a dialogue with Duchamp, but Mendieta’s work acquires resonance precisely because of the way it foregrounds her female identity. If Duchamp ‘imposed’ masculinity onto the Mona Lisa, Mendieta symbolically appropriates masculinity for female usage, although a statement by her, to the effect that the hair transplant gave her “that person’s strength” also suggests that a form of spiritual transfer was effected, inevitably recalling the biblical story of Samson.

Other works in this exhibition show Mendieta’s interest in exploring gender identity. In her Facial Cosmetic Variations, for instance, she tried on various wigs, pulled a nylon stocking over her head or pressed her face against panes of glass and then had herself photographed, in order to interrogate stereotypes of female beauty and selfhood. This concern with identity became more focused in her Silueta images of the late 1970s in which she physically merged her body with the landscape or left traces or imprints of it behind, simultaneously recording these ‘site-specific performances’ photographically. Mendieta was born in Cuba, but, because of the political situation in the early 1960s, was forced to leave her family at the age of twelve and become relocated in the USA. In the Siluetas she poignantly explored a sense of having, in her own words, been “cast from the womb (nature).” The works therefore assert traditional ideas of female closeness to nature (in line with Feminist art of the late1960s which celebrated female deities such as earth goddesses) whilst mourning a sense that a ‘natural’ cultural identity has indeed been lost. Once again such works acted in counterpoint to (American) male performance art which often thematised a sense of the body’s aliention from nature. 

Francesca Woodman’s work raises similar questions of female identity to those posed by Mendieta. Woodman was ten years younger than Mendieta, and started producing photographs at the age of thirteen. She produced a remarkable body of work before her suicide in 1981 aged only twenty-two. Her tragic death has made it hard to separate the question of her artistic achievement from the myth built up around her (as perpetuated by several recent exhibitions.) As with Mendieta, her earlier works were often produced in  response to student assignments (she studied at the prestigous Rhode Island School of Design). The art historian Rosalind Krauss has argued that many of Woodman’s photographs suggest highly ‘personalised’ responses to the formal problems that modernist photographers might have been engaged with at that time; questions of spatial defintion or the rhyming and repetition of shapes. It is not difficult to read Woodman’s images as sophisticated amalgams of devices borrowed from the modernist heroes of the day (Ralph Eugene Meatyard in terms of the use of masks, Bill Brandt in terms of spatial distortions, or Imogen Cunningham and other West Coast American ‘pictorialist’ photographers in terms of the abstraction of the female body.) She may also have had a glancing acquaintance with the disturbing Surrealist photographs of, say, Hans Bellmer. Such a list of exemplars might serve to modify the increasingly inflated claims made for her work, but it is important to appreciate that her exploration of a specifically female subjectivity was groundbreaking for its time. 

There is a certain brittleness and melancholy attaching to Woodman’s probing of selfhood that is strongly suggestive of a late adolescent sensibility. That such a sensibility is at work here leads on to the issue of the objectification and fetishisation of the female body in her work. Numerous photographs by Woodman show a body that, reduced to a blur, is absorbed into or engulfed by its surrounding space (often in dilapidated interiors, redolent perhaps of an old order that is being shrugged off) and hence transformed into a fugitive, unstable entity. However other images explore the female body’s seductions in quite conventional terms, juxtaposing it with plant forms, animals or mirrors (symbolic of narcissism.) Although it has been argued that this aspect of Woodman’s work is essentially ironic – so that in one photograph, for instance, we see an attractive female torso with clothes-pegs attached to the nipples and upper abdomen as if symbolising the effects undergone by the body at the service of the viewer’s gaze – one senses that to some degree Woodman luxuriates in the formal analogies favoured by modernist photographers of the body in an essentially romantic spirit. For some feminists this would pose an inherent difficulty since Woodman’s youthful narcissism lays the body open to objectification by the male gaze.

In terms of chronology, Cindy Sherman comes next. As with Mendieta and Woodman, the earliest works by Sherman in this show – the Untitled Film Stills of the late 1970s – show her emerging from her student days; they were produced shortly after she graduated from the State University of New York, Buffalo in 1977. In terms of its engagement with female identity, Sherman’s practice represents a significant shift from Mendieta’s or Woodman’s. In line with developments in feminist theory in the early 1970s, Sherman implicitly asserts that femininity is a social construct rather than an innate, biologically-ordained ‘essence’. If Mendieta and Woodman sought to explore and define what it means to be female, Sherman ultimately problematises femininity as a category. In each of her ‘film stills’ the sole protagonist is a woman who stands for a female‘ type’ from a 1950s B-movie. Each of the ‘characters’ is in fact ‘played’ by Sherman (so that, to some degree she extends the performance genre represented by Mendieta in a work such as the Facial Cosmetic Variations.) However, to the degree that each image is actually ‘Cindy Sherman’ we are aware that ‘Cindy Sherman’ is a variable entity; merely a bundle of signifiers (such as hairstyle, fashion accessories etc) that can be shifted and re-arranged at will.

In later sequences of images in this exhibition, such as the History Portraits of the late 1980s, Sherman develops this theme of identity-hopping further, appearing in guises filched from ‘Old Master’ paintings by Ingres or Caravaggio. Her use of body attachments such as false breasts in certain of these images possibly hints at the element of abject self-abasement required to ‘measure up’ to High Art historical prototypes. In a more recent sequence of work, Masks, Sherman disappears behind various forms of masquerade, continuing to elude any fixed or finite identity. 

In the work of Simryn Gill, an artist of growing international standing, we can see issues from the practices of Mendieta, Woodman and Sherman brought up to date and re-focused. Woodman and Mendieta seem to speak of an essential ‘femininity’ which involves a privileged relationship with ‘nature’ (as in Mendieta’s late Siluetas). Sherman, by contrast, stresses that ‘femininity’ is a form of social performance, open to infinite permutation. Simryn Gill’s powerful Vegetation series brings nature and culture together in a way which assertively shifts the terms from earlier debates around feminism onto the terrain of cultural identity. Gill was born in Singapore, brought up in Malaysia, and now lives in Australia. In the Vegetation photographs she appears, like Sherman, in most of the images but wears face-obscuring headdresses made up of plants indigenous to the southern USA, where the photographs were taken. In hiding behind the plants it is as though she is attempting to insinuate herself into an alien habitat. Her masquerade, however, is poignantly ineffectual. Cultural identity cannot be so easily transplanted. 

Although Gill’s work deals more squarely with cultural identity than with the issues of female identity explored by the other artists in this exhibition, there are clear analogies with Mendieta’s Siluetas to the extent that those images merge together the visual ‘camouflaging’ of the body by nature and the idea of cultural homelessness. In a sense, therefore, Gill brings the themes of this show full circle. It might even be asserted that, given our current concern with globalisation, her theme of cultural rootedness (or rather the lack of it) may have greater urgency than issues of gender identity. Her 260-work series of photographs Dalam, of 2001 deals with this issue in a particularly pointed way. However much Gill may have wanted to ‘identify’ with the American landscape in the Vegetation works, the Dalam sequence suggests that she finds it difficult to recognise the features of her own cultural roots. Each image is of the interior of a house in Malaysia, where Gill grew up. In many cases Gill went up to the door of a complete stranger and asked to photograph their home. In the photographs, however, the occupants are poignantly absent, as if Gill believes she can only discern the ‘interior life’ of the region via an inventory of its domestic trappings (which themselves speak of differences in social class, cultural aspirations etc) The quiet desperation, and pathos, of this taxonomic endeavour are encoded in the double meaning of the word ‘dalam’ which both literally describes the images and conveys something of the photographer’s yearning. In Malay it means ‘inside’ ‘interior’ or ‘deep.’ 

Gill may appear to privilege the need for social or communal identity over issues of gender definition in Dalam, but surely the reality is that these themes are often inextricably linked. Taken together, all the artists in this show speak to us in the broadest terms of the mutability of identity and the elusiveness of any straightforward social ‘belonging’. Their work is haunted by a palpable sense of instability and loss. Ironically, though, the work succeeds precisely because the comforts of a stable sense of selfhood are shown to be illusory. More than anything it testifies to a concerted interrogation by contemporary artists of the conventional platitudes of gender and cultural stereotyping. 

David Hopkins is Reader in Art History at the University of Glasgow. His book ‘After Modern Art 1945-2000’ (Oxford University Press, 2000), £9.95 is available at The Fruitmarket Gallery Bookshop.
Glenn Scott Wright is a director of the Victoria Miro Gallery in London, while also curating numerous international exhibitions independent of the gallery which have included artists such as Jake and Dinos Chapman, Peter Doig, Douglas Gordon, Isaac Julien, Chris Ofili, Mark Wallinger, Jane and Louise Wilson and Rachel Whiteread.
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Art at Habitat | After image

2 August | 27 September 2003

Habitat, 32 Shandwick Place Edinburgh T: 0131 225 9151

In association with After Image, Habitat Edinburgh store presents a special exhibit of photographs from Simryn Gill’s series Vegetation,1999. The images are a self-confessed ‘conceit’ of Gill’s, alluding to anthropological and botanical documents and, particularly in their latent humour, surrealist photo-collages. Accompanied by an in-store evening preview and talk on Friday 8 August. 

AFTER IMAGE EXHIBITION TALKS ADMISSION FREE

After Image at HABITAT EDINBURGH Friday 8 August, 6pm  

Exhibition preview and talk by Fiona Bradley, Director of The Fruitmarket Gallery about the exhibition and work of Simryn Gill. With drinks and live music.

Habitat, 32 Shandwick Place, Edinburgh. Limited tickets T: 0131 225 2383

After Image | A PHOTOGRAPHER’S VIEW Thursday 21 August, 6pm 

Edinburgh-based Nicky Bird gives a photographer’s view of the work.

After Image Artist’s talk Saturday 6 September, 2pm

An exclusive opportunity to join Simryn Gill discuss her work. 

Modern Scottish Poets TALK AND READINGS 

Thursday 18 September, 6pm | £3/£1.50 

The majority of the best early 20th century Scottish poets were men; but by the second half of the century this was an entirely different story. Robin Marsack, Director of the Scottish Poetry Library and Dorothy McMillan, Editor of Modern Scottish Women Poets lead a discussion on this eventful period in literary history accompanied by readings by some of Scotland’s most outstanding female poets. In association with Education Supporter Canongate Books.Modern Scottish Women Poets, Ed. Dorothy McMillan & Michel Byrne, £20

Advance booking recommended for all talks and events T: 0131 225 2383

PUBLICATIONS AVAILABLE

Cindy Sherman: Retrospective, £22.50

Paperback, 232pp, 279 illustrations –145 in colour, (1997)

Simryn Gill: Selected Work, £12.00

Paperback, 64pp, (2002)

Ana Mendieta, £33.00

Hardback, 274pp, 171 illustrations – 141 in colour, (1999) 

Further titles also available at The Fruitmarket Gallery Bookshop

T: 0131 225 2383 

E:bookshop@fruitmarket.co.uk
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