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Abstract 
 

The desire to represent the body has been a recurring theme throughout the history of 
creative expression. The ubiquitous depiction of the female body as an object for the 
male gaze throughout Western culture is responsible for perpetuating stereotypical 
notions of women and femininity. How to subvert these conventional meanings and give 
credence to the female body’s capacity to re-evaluate what it means to be human is at 
the fore of contemporary feminist theory. 

This exegesis contextualises my representation of the female body through an 
exploration of relevant feminist art from the 1970s onwards. Contemporary feminist 
theory that supports my interest in representing woman’s experience of her embodiment 
is also identified. In the exegesis, I interweave my discussion of the writings of theorists 
and the work of visual arts practitioners with descriptions and analysis of work that I 
have completed over the eight years of my doctoral candidature. I also refer to particular 
works that I executed before 2009 in an attempt to provide an overall context for the 
development of my current work. 

In Chapter 1, I acknowledge the second-wave feminist movement in the USA 
and relate the use of body-based imagery evident in the work of key artists Judy 
Chicago, Louise Bourgeois, and Frida Kahlo to my earlier drawings and paintings 
produced from 1990 to 2012. Chapter 2 realises the shift of emphasis in feminist artists’ 
work from the external representation of the female form to a more internalised space by 
aligning my research with predominant theorists from the 1980s onwards who were re-
evaluating the body/mind relationship. Ideas of embodiment and abjection are explored 
through the work of artists Bourgeois, Carol Rama, and Mona Hatoum. The female 
body/presence is depicted in their work through their choice and manipulation of 
materials, which is a consideration that resonates strongly with the work I have created 
during my doctoral candidature. 

The theory of abjection has offered a compelling framework for me to create a 
range of visual perceptions of the female body, primarily through the medium of oil 
paint on canvas. The writings of Lucy Lippard, Cindy Nemser, Griselda Pollock, Mary 
Garrard, Mary Kelly, Elizabeth Grosz, and Rina Arya, among others, have been 
paramount in forming constructive arguments that support the theoretical basis of my 
practice-led research.  

I argue that as a woman, artist, and mother, I can—like so many before me—
offer perspectives on women’s issues that contribute to raising consciousness among 
both men and women. What I have discovered through developing metaphors of female 
embodiment is that shame and embarrassment are still associated with the lived 
experience of the female body. Although this not a novel observation, it highlights the 
continued need for feminist artists to persevere in taking steps forward, no matter how 
small, in positing women as powerful agents of their own bodies. Humanising the 
Abject: Metaphors for the Female Body (2017) is also the title of an exhibition of 
paintings and small objects that aims to reflect this research. 
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Introduction 

It is not the quality of our femaleness that is inferior, but the quality of a society 
that has produced such a viewpoint. To deny one’s sex is to deny a large part of 

where art comes from. I do not think it is possible to make important or even 
communicable art without some strong sense of source and self on one hand and 

some strong sense of audience and communication on the other.  
— Lucy Lippard1 

 
 

This exegesis situates my art practice in relation to feminist art practice of the mid-1970s 

as well as more contemporary trends. In compliance with American art critic Lucy 

Lippard’s quote cited above, I acknowledge my sex and myself as a source of material 

that I explore primarily through the visual medium of paint. Throughout the exegesis I 

will identify specific life experiences that have informed my practice. 

  In this focus on the personal, my practice departs from Griselda Pollock’s 

account of modernism as being “in pursuit of universal truths, absolute values, and 

aesthetic purity [and deeming] gender and all other forms of social positioning … 

irrelevant”.2 She argues that women artists working in the 1970s could see the potential 

of modernism’s alignment with progress and rejection of traditional notions as affording 

new opportunities to construct a new feminine identity unburdened by the previous 

century’s sexual hierarchy and diminished personal autonomy. But, according to 

Pollock, modernism “was a lie [that] simply … produced for woman a radical 

                                                        
1 Lucy R. Lippard, “The Women Artists’ Movement—What Next?,” in From the Center: Feminist Essays 
on Women’s Art, ed. Lucy R. Lippard (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1976), 148. 
2 Griselda Pollock, “Inscriptions in the Feminine,” in Inside the Visible: An Elliptical Traverse of 20th 
Century Art; in, of, and from the Feminine, ed. Catherine M. de Zegher (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1996), 67. 
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underfeminization without altering masculine hegemony”.3 In other words, modernism’s 

promise of progress did not extend to a rethinking of gender roles. 

According to Lippard, it was women artists who introduced to modern art the 

importance of the personal for a pluralist agenda, which is what I strive for in my 

practice. She states:  

 
The 1970s might not have been “pluralist” at all if women artists had not 
emerged during that decade to introduce the multicolored threads of female 
experience into the male fabric of modern art… the feminist insistence that the 
personal (and thereby art itself) is political has, like a serious flood, interrupted 
the mainstream’s flow, sending it off into hundreds of tributaries.4     
  

 
Through a studio-based practice, my research continues the discourse that has been 

generated by many feminist artists whose lives are at the centre of their making. As well 

as this introductory chapter, this exegesis is composed of two chapters and a conclusion. 

I interweave my survey of relevant theorists and practitioners with a detailed description 

and analysis of the work I have created prior to and during this doctoral candidature. 

In Chapter 1, I examine the ideas relating to female imagery developed during 

the second wave of feminism prevalent in the USA during the 1970s. This perspective 

offers a context for my earlier painting practice (1990–2012), where I represented 

objects as symbols for the female body. My practice is presented as comparable to the 

use of body-based imagery evident in the work of Judy Chicago, Louise Bourgeois, and 

Frida Kahlo.  

In this chapter, I explore the debates generated by central core imagery and in 

particular I look at Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974–79), an ambitious collaborative 

installation comprising thirty-nine place settings for selected women of historical 

                                                        
3 Ibid., 68. 
4 Lucy R. Lippard, The Pink Glass Swan: Selected Essays on Feminist Art (New York: New Press, 1995), 
171–72. 
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prominence. Chicago’s use of centralised core imagery, clearly evocative of female 

genitalia, is examined as part of a broader strategy where women artists were trying to 

redefine their identity in a culture predetermined by patriarchal dominance. A feminine 

sensibility in women’s art is an idea most often associated with Chicago and Miriam 

Shapiro. At a conference held at CalArts in January 1972, Betsy Damon reported that 

both Chicago and Shapiro “put forth their ideas about a feminine sensibility. After much 

research, they have concluded that women repeatedly work with certain forms and 

attitudes, orifices, central images, a vantage point from inside out.”5 

In Chapter 1, female identity in art is explored through the writings of feminist 

critics such as Lippard, Pollock, Cindy Nemser, Rozsika Parker, Norma Broude, Mary 

Garrard, and Mary Kelly. These voices offer various theoretical viewpoints to 

understand feminist perspectives on the female body. Lippard’s initial support for a 

feminine aesthetics, asserting that certain elements are characterised through a female 

sensibility, is evidenced in the following quote:  

The fact remains that certain elements—a central focus (often “empty,” 
often circular or oval), parabolic baglike forms, obsessive line and detail, 
veiled strata, tactile or sensuous surfaces and forms, associative 
fragmentation, autobiographical emphasis…are found far more often in 
the work of women than of men.6     
 
 

A number of these listed elements—in particular, ovals, obsessive detail, sensuous 

surfaces and autobiographical emphasis—underpin my early painting practice to 

different degrees, as I will elaborate.  

Female artists in the 1970s who chose to represent the female body in their 

artworks were often criticised for reinforcing oppressive definitions of women in a 

                                                        
5 Betsy Damon, “Report from the West Coast Conference of Woman Artists,” Women and Art 
(Summer/Fall 1972): 5. 
6 Lippard, “The Women Artists’ Movement—What Next?,” 143–44. 
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cultural system where male meanings of the body were assumed to prevail.7 Subject 

matter about the self/body derived from domestic, personal, and emotional experiences 

were deemed sentimental and thus lacking conceptual and intellectual rigour.8 I consider 

this predominately modernist concept to be challenged by the artwork of Louise 

Bourgeois and Frida Kahlo. Both artists’ work is derived from their autobiography; their 

life is their art and their art is their life, and their female body is the sensory conduit 

through which their art is realised. The subject matter represented in the work of both 

Bourgeois and Kahlo reveals how objects often stand in as metaphors for the body. 

Looking at their work through separate yet overlapping lenses, I search for signs of 

inscription and allusion that resonate with my own art practice.  

Three groups of early works will be discussed in Chapter 1: a series of drawings 

and paintings titled Trousseau (1990–2005); a body of work developed for two 

exhibitions entitled Gaea Dreaming (2009) and Vestiges of Hope Unseen (2010); and 

two paintings, Red Dress and Green Dress (2012). These works all address the idea of 

being female by using objects as indirect references or symbols for the female body.  

The image of the female body suggested through metaphor, and how it is shaped 

by the physical and psychological experiences associated with sexuality, fertility, 

maternity, loss, anxiety, and memory are reoccurring themes throughout my work. 

Smooth oval forms, plaits of severed hair, moths and transparent fabric are some of the 

selected objects from my studio collection that serve as reference material. Theatrically 

positioned for close observation, these arrangements are rendered from life in oil paint 

medium on natural coloured linen. Hair, a potent symbol of memory, loss, and ritual, 

                                                        
7 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1981). 
8 Pollock, “Inscriptions in the Feminine,” 67–87 
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appears throughout all of my work, both early and current, as a constant reminder of my 

humanity and humility. Hair also appears in the work of Kahlo, acting as an emotional 

gauge of her psychological wellbeing; and Bourgeois spoke of hair in an interview with 

Robert Storr in a way that conjures up behavioural connotations: “hair is unruly and 

free. It has to be restrained or braided.”9  

Following on from this discussion, in Chapter 2, I aim to position my current art 

practice and research alongside developments in recent feminist analysis of 

embodiment, where the dualistic relationship between body/mind is being re-

conceptualised. As Elizabeth Grosz argues, mainstream Western culture has long been 

based on the Cartesian dualistic model of perception. As she highlights in her 

publication Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism: 

The mind/body relation is frequently correlated with the distinctions between 
reason and passion, sense and sensibility, outside and inside, self and other, 
depth and surface, reality and appearance, mechanism and vitalism, 
transcendence and immanence, temporality and spatiality, psychology and 
physiology, form and matter, [male and female]. … [René] Descartes, in short, 
succeeded in linking the mind/body opposition to the foundations of knowledge 
itself, a link which places the mind in a position of hierarchical superiority over 
and above nature, including the nature of the body.10 

 

During the 1980s and 1990s, key theorists were re-evaluating the body/mind 

relations and acknowledging how the psychological nature of emotions are inextricably 

rooted in our bodily experiences. The concept of embodiment was examined by feminist 

philosophers as well as by visual artists. Rina Arya states that in the twentieth century:  

Embodiment became a popular subject in the visual arts…and was explored 
through the following overlapping categories: the corporeal fragment, the 
precarious boundary between the outer and inner, and the use of abject materials 

                                                        
9 Louise Bourgeois, “Statements from Conversations with Robert Storr (Extracts) 1980s-90s,” in Louise 
Bourgeois, ed. Storr Robert, Paulo Herkenhoff, and Allan Schwartzman (New York: Phaidon Press Inc., 
2003), 140. 
10 E. A. Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 
1994), 3. 
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(such as bodily fluids, excrement, dirt, dead animals and putrefying food 
substances) that caused a feeling of abjection.11  

 

Aligned with this, I discuss more current work produced through this doctoral 

research in Chapter 2. This work is less about manifesting my body through the staging 

of objects and more about trying to visualise the non-visible, in-between spaces of the 

interior female form. I discuss my exhibition Crafting Memory (2013), which was 

composed of four oil paintings on linen and a number of found and hand-crafted objects. 

In the paintings, I have allowed the paint to conjure up forms that suggest themselves 

through the movement of ebb and flow. Like memory, forms fade, are recalled, and 

lapse. Through employing a less figurative painting technique in my work, fragments of 

images come in and out of focus. 

For the hand-crafted objects included as part of this exhibition, materials were 

sourced, collected, and manipulated into a variety of talisman-like objects. The act of 

making an object with your hands slows one down to be present in the moment, provides 

time to contemplate, to talk to others (if the experience is being shared), and provides a 

time to share skills and stories. These objects provide a source of subject matter to be 

partly rendered in my painting process or an addition installed independently alongside 

my paintings. This is proving to be a kind of ritual engagement that I experience as part 

of my art practice.  

To gain further insight into other women’s creative expression of their body, I 

have chosen to focus on two feminists from the late 1970s, Mary Kelly and Adrienne 

Rich (an artist and a poet, respectively), who give contrasting accounts of their maternal 

experience. I consider their conflicting responses relevant to the issues of embodiment.  

                                                        
11 Rina Arya, Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of Abjection in the Visual Arts, Film and 
Literature (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 86. 
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Grosz, Arya, and Elizabeth Wilson are the main scholarly figures whose writings 

contribute to my understanding of the abject body. Grosz establishes strong links 

between the mind and body and rejuvenates their dynamic relationship through a 

transformative configuration, while Arya succinctly articulates the relationship between 

human experience and abjection as a social code. Wilson, through her research in 

neurology, encourages feminist scholars to re-evaluate the significance of the biological 

perspective of human psychology to expand understandings of the body.  

Among those artists whose practices represent a transgressed body or one on the 

verge of losing form through undefined boundaries are Bourgeois, Carol Rama, and 

Mona Hatoum. The central theme of all three artists, although manifested through 

distinctly different mediums, is their allusion to less familiar bodily matter. The chapter 

will examine their work via the idea of abjection. Compared to her works discussed in 

Chapter 1, Bourgeois’s works in this chapter have shifted from configurations that are 

vertically upright to those that are less defined and characterised by more bisexual and 

organic forms. Bourgeois’s intimate, latex and smooth marble sculptures that are 

featured in this chapter either erupt or recede into soft, libidinal folds. Being fortunate 

enough to view exhibitions of both Rama’s and Hatoum’s work in Paris 2015, I was 

struck by their confronting nature.  

Judith Russi Kirshner states in her essay “Carol Rama: A Memorable Exception” 

that “Rama mines her madness as inspiration, suppresses healing in order to preserve the 

unconscious even degrading the sources for her art.”12 Degradation is aligned with disgust. 

As Arya notes in her publication Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of 

Abjection in the Visual Arts, Film and Literature, “An inextricable connection lies 

                                                        
12 Judith Russi Kirshner, “Carol Rama: A Memorable Exception,” in Carol Rama, ed. Guido Curto and 
Giorgio Verzotti (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, 2004), 45. 
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between disgust and our animal nature; we tend to find things disgusting that are a 

reminder of our animal origins.”13 To be acceptable, the nature of our bodies has been 

suppressed to abide by social norms. I am interested in unpicking the edges of my 

constrained body to expose the less-regulated psychological nature of emotions and how 

they mediate the body’s experience. To gain a more complex appreciation of my female 

human nature, I have recognised both my psychological and bodily female drives.  

Developing nuanced interpretations through aestheticising the abject, I have used a 

visual language in my works that will hopefully both provoke and seduce the viewer. The 

margins between the sensorial affect of beauty and foul, pain and pleasure, can be very 

fine. My final exhibition titled Humanising the Abject: Metaphors for the Female Form14 

(2017) extends this practice further, developing a visual sensibility based on metaphors of 

female embodiment. A number of these works focus on the experience of having a 

maternal body and have been partially shaped by my adopting a more intuitive relationship 

with painting methods and materials. This exhibition is presented as partial fulfilment of 

the requirement for the Doctor of Visual Art degree.

                                                        
13 Arya, Abjection and Representation, 33. 
14 Although the word ‘human’ is associated with masculinity, my use of the word ‘humanising’ is intended 
to embrace the feminine experience as part of the collective human experience. 
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Chapter 1 
 
 

The body knows, and it will teach you. I believe women know fear, and are 
feared, because they know how to listen to the body. There are consequences for 

having access to that kind of power.  
—Maureen Connolly1  

 
1.1 Introduction 

In my search for a female sensibility based on the particularities of being female, and in 

agreement with Connolly’s quote above, I acknowledge my body’s ability to heed life’s 

experiences, which, in turn, informs and empowers my sense of self. Consequently, I 

seek to challenge ideas of feminine bodily existence in a society still grounded in 

patriarchy. Through pursuing matters of my body, I hope to gain insight into the 

inextricable relationship between my body as subject, my body as substance, and my 

body as psychical. These fundamental yet complex matters are a source of material that I 

explore primarily through the visual medium of paint.  

Three groups of early works will be discussed in this chapter: a body of charcoal 

drawings and paintings titled Trousseau (1990–2005); a body of paintings developed for 

two exhibitions titled Gaea Dreaming (2009) and Vestiges of Hope Unseen (2010); and 

two paintings titled Red Dress and Green Dress (2012). To make these works, I 

assembled various objects into still life arrangements in my studio, where I observed and 

rendered them in either charcoal or oil paint through a slow coordination of seeing and 

depicting. The works all address the idea of being female by using objects as indirect 

references or symbols for the female body. Collecting both natural and found objects as 

                                                        
1 Maureen Connolly, “Iris Young, Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and 
Social Theory: Response and Commentary,” Human Studies 17, no. 4 (1994–95): 469. 
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well as constructing forms through weaving and plaiting were important aspects of my 

early painting practice. These objects that allude to the female body through their form, 

texture, or colour serve as a metaphor for my explorations of self and the world in which 

I live.  

In this chapter, I will also discuss the work of two artists who are particularly 

relevant for my analysis of my early practice: Louise Bourgeois (French/American, 

1911–2010) and Frida Kahlo (Mexican, 1907–1954). Although different external forces 

drove these artists’ practices, both developed a uniquely autobiographic visual language 

based on female experience. Kahlo’s work frequently features her own body, whereas 

Bourgeois’s references psychological states through her familial history. Both artists 

mine their personal experience as subject matter to fuel and sustain a dedicated art 

practice spanning their whole life.  

The idea of female imagery generated in response to the female body is most 

explicitly articulated by pioneering feminist artist Judy Chicago (American, b. 1939). As 

such, her work will also be discussed in this chapter. The formulation of a language of 

the body in each of these respective practices will be examined in relation to my art to 

elucidate the differences and parallels in presenting alternative paradigms of the female 

experience. 

 The continuing pertinence of Chicago’s art was demonstrated when I visited the 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Krakow (MOCAK), Poland, in July 2015. The 

exhibition titled Gender in Art represented forty international artists, some distinguished 

and others emerging. As I entered the space, I was confronted with larger-than-life 

richly coloured photographs of Chicago’s The Dinner Party. The accompanying 

catalogue to this exhibition outlined the current debate on the concepts of gender, the 
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body, and identity. According to the exhibition didactics, the feminist debate that was 

ignited thirty-six years ago by The Dinner Party, one of art history’s most seminal 

feminist artworks, continues to circulate, and body politics is still controversial.2 This 

exhibition is one of many examples of current theoretical and curatorial inquiry that are 

revisiting early ‘essentialist’ art practice in order to re-evaluate current feminist debate. 

‘Essentialism’ was the term (often misplaced) given to feminist imagery/theory from the 

1970s that was grounded in the female body.3  

For example, critics such as Cindy Nemser and Rozsika Parker labelled 

Chicago’s imagery that symbolised female biological sex in the form of ovals, folds, and 

central voids as ‘essentialist’.4 However, this label was reconsidered by feminist 

historians Norma Broude and Mary Garrard in later years, arguing that the meaning of 

essentialism was not intended to narrowly define a feminine aesthetic but instead to 

reclaim the female sex through a positive assertion. They state: 

What the critics saw as potentially confining women to their biological identity, 
…Chicago saw as a means of liberating women from negativizing attitudes about 
female anatomy and their own bodies…the visual symbology they described 
should not be seen simplistically as “vaginal or womb art,” but rather as the 
framework for an imagery that would reverse the loathing and devaluation of 
female anatomy in patriarchal culture.5 

 

Viewing The Dinner Party as developing a framework for alternative imagery is 

a generative way to read Chicago’s art. It also provides a way to understand the work of 

many women artists, myself included, who are interested in an alternative language of 

                                                        
2 Author’s notes from viewing the exhibition Gender in Art at MOCAK, Poland, in July 2015. 
3 See Mary D. Garrard, “Feminist Art and the Essentialism Controversy,” The Centennial Review 39, no. 3 
(1995): 468–92.  
4 Ibid. 
5 Norma Broude and Mary Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth Century,” in The 
Power of Feminist Art: Emergence, Impact and Triumph of the American Feminist Art Movement, ed. 
Norma Broude and Mary Garrard (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994), 23–24. 
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the body. 

1.2 Judy Chicago and the Female Sensibility  

Judy Chicago is recognised as a major figurehead who led the American feminist art 

world with her pioneering work during the 1960s and 1970s. Through a dedicated art 

practice based on feminist research, Chicago developed a distinct visual language in an 

effort to represent her experience of being a woman.  

During this time, feminist activists acknowledged the devaluation of women’s 

roles by mainstream, patriarchal society. Chicago was among those who viewed the 

truths of women’s daily lives as being suppressed, and sought to change this through 

consciousness-raising events and protests, so women could recognise their shared 

circumstances and offer support to one another. The women’s movement set in place the 

now well-known idea that the ‘personal is political’ and thus provided a context for 

feminist art.6 

In the 1970s, Chicago initiated a monumental project that is still being analysed 

today in terms of its significance for contemporary feminism. The Dinner Party (figure 

1) is an ambitious installation composed of multiple ceramic plates encrusted with 

‘central core imagery’, a phrase given to artists’ depiction of female genitalia in both 

subtle and explicit ways.7 For The Dinner Party, Chicago used painted motifs and 

sculptural reliefs of vulvar forms, which generated numerous debates and criticisms 

within the art establishment and the general public.8 Chicago states:  

 
My goal with The Dinner Party was consistent with all my efforts in the previous 
decade. I had been trying to establish a respect for women and women’s art; to 

                                                        
6 Arlene Raven, Crossing Over: Feminism and Art of Social Concern (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI 
Research Press, 1988), 5. 
7 Broude and Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth Century.”  
8 For a discussion of these debates, see section 1.5 in this exegesis. 
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forge a new kind of art expressing women’s experience; and to find a way to 
make that art accessible to a large audience. I firmly believed that if art speaks 
clearly about something relevant to people’s lives, it can change the way they 
perceive reality.9 
 
 

                                                                               

                        Figure 1 Judy Chicago The Dinner Party 1973–79 

 
Chicago’s research revealed what she called “my rich heritage as a woman”10 

and how this knowledge of women’s achievements was excluded from conventional 

histories. She underscored this lack of acknowledgement as the inspiration for this work. 

Chicago believed that honouring 1,038 women from Western history, thirty-nine of 

whom take a special place at the table itself, created a much-needed record of their 

contributions throughout history. Each of the thirty-nine women at the table represents a 

different historical period. The place settings include decorative needle-worked runners 

and china-painted ceramics: skills and aesthetics associated with traditional domestic 

women’s craft. According to respected feminist scholar and commentator Amelia Jones, 

Chicago’s fusion of media traditionally associated with the public space of the gallery 

(high art) with the private space of the domestic (kitsch) upset the prevailing modernist 

view of art espoused at that time by the prominent American art critic, Clement 

                                                        
9 Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party: A Symbol of Our Heritage (New York: Anchor Books, 1979), 12. 
10 Ibid. 



 

 14 

Greenberg.11 Greenberg asserted that visual art must “confine itself to what is given in 

visual experience and make no reference to anything given in other orders of 

experience”.12 However, it was those other orders of given experience that Chicago 

hoped to elevate through the bodily domain. Central core imagery, a constant motif 

Chicago employs throughout her work, stems from her preparedness to give form to the 

existence of her sex; she identified with a format that accentuates a centralised image as 

an acknowledgement of a female self (figure 2). 

                                                   

                               Figure 2 Judy Chicago The Dinner Party (Georgia O’Keeffe) 1973–79 

 
Lucy Lippard, an acclaimed American feminist critic of contemporary art, has 

shown support for Chicago’s endeavours by commenting on her placement of very 

personal works in a public arena. Lippard describes Chicago as putting herself in a 

                                                        
11 Amelia Jones, “The ‘Sexual Politics’ of the Dinner Party: A Critical Context,” in Sexual Politics: Judy 
Chicago’s Dinner Party in Feminist Art History, ed. Amelia Jones (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1996), 87–88. 
12 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in The New Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock 
(New York: Dutton, 1966), 74. 
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“highly vulnerable and generous position”.13 In an interview with Lippard during the 

mid-1990s, Chicago considered the circumstances that have limited women artists from 

achieving greater success:  

 
…what has prevented women from being really great artists is the fact that we 
have been unable to transform our circumstances into our subject matter…and 
use them to reveal the whole nature of the human condition.14 
 

 
This quote is of particular relevance to me as an artist, as I consistently query my sense 

of self through life’s circumstances. However, before I introduce my first body of work 

for discussion, I refer to Adrienne Rich’s comments in her essay, “Notes toward a 

Politics of Location” (1984), where she questions the abstract implication of saying ‘the 

body’ when contributing to the feminist dialogue: 

When I write ‘the body,’ I see nothing in particular. To write ‘my body’ plunges 
me into lived experience, particularity: I see scars, disfigurements, 
discolorations, damages, losses, as well as what pleases me…To say ‘the body’ 
lifts me away from what has given me a primary perspective. To say ‘my body’ 
reduces the temptation to grandiose assertions.15 

 

My decision to reference ‘my body’ when exploring issues relating to my life’s 

experience as a woman is reinforced by Rich’s lucid argument.  

1.3 Trousseau (1990–2005)  

The original motivation for developing the series of charcoal drawings and paintings 

titled Trousseau was my need to express a mixed range of emotions relating to my 

experience of being a new mother. These early works sustained my practice for the 

                                                        
13 Lucy R. Lippard, “Judy Chicago, Talking to Lucy R. Lippard,” in From the Center, ed. Lucy R. Lippard 
(New York: E. P. Dutton, 1976), 226. 
14 Ibid., 230. 
15 Adrienne Rich, “Notes toward a Politics of Location,” in Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose 
1979-1985., ed. Adrienne Rich (New York: W. W. Norton, 1986), 215. 
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following fifteen years. In contrast to Chicago’s observations that women have 

historically been unable to transform their circumstances into subject matter, by the 

1990s, it was possible for my lived experience of early motherhood—both 

psychologically and physically—to directly inform my choice of subject matter.  

This series of seven oil paintings and preliminary charcoal studies are based on 

the dressmaking mannequin, the main substitute for my female body. The mannequin 

form is life-sized and lined with flesh-tinted linen, some are fully enclosed and others 

have a hole to allow the hand to reduce or expand its size. In contrast to traditional 

Western art’s premise where the image of a female body is possessed and sexualised 

through the voyeuristic male gaze, to examine my female self, I have employed the 

mannequin whose distinctive female form is subverted by its unsympathetic truncation. 

My search for a feminine sensibility was found in employing disguises in the form of 

props that allude to my sex, my body, and mind. The female forms in Trousseau 

personify different personal experiences of early motherhood, pregnancy, birth, and the 

associated anxiety of such experiences. Some of the familiar feminine tropes delegated 

to the mannequin forms are woman as spiritual, woman as sacred, woman as healer, 

woman as burdened, woman as role model, and woman as seamstress. These multiple 

disguises are presented as a veneer or façade of women’s traditional roles in society. For 

me, the mannequin seen in Regalia VI (2005, figure 3) becomes a symbolic receptacle 

for my female experience and memory; a locus for exploring ideas of socially structured 

spaces of femininity. 
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                                                   Figure 3 Jo D’Hagé Regalia VI  2005 

1.4 Use of Metaphor  

The use of metaphor in Chicago’s work is exemplary. Through Chicago’s skilled 

manipulation of medium, colour, shape, form, and texture transform into a sexually 

charged language that speaks unapologetically to the audience on the female sex. 

Chicago’s central core imagery is usually recognised immediately, despite many of the 

forms not being realistic representations of the female genitals (figure 4). 
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                                         Figure 4 Judy Chicago The Dinner Party (Virginia Woolf) 1974–79 

 
The strategic role of metaphor works differently in my work. Representing the 

female sex—an important aspect of my exploration in determining my female 

experience—is developed through a metaphorical reading of objects. Paraphernalia 

associated with child rearing, such as plastic teething rings, safety pins, and doll parts, 

are some of the objects I have consciously placed in position and stitched onto the 

dummy’s torso to propose something other than what they are. In Untitled III (1990, 

figure 5) and Untitled IV (1990, figure 6), suggestive shapes contribute to their being 

read as something anatomical, vaginal, or of the female body. 
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                                                               Figure 5 Jo D’Hagé Untitled III 1990 
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                                      Figure 6 Jo D’Hagé Untitled IV 1990  
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                                                               Figure 7 Jo D’Hagé Regalia V 2004 

The central focus of the mannequin is a round hole or gap that allows the hand to 

enter inside the body cavity for size adjustment. This interior space evident in Regalia V 

(2004, figure 7) also alludes to the notion of the female body as vessel. Being used in the 

dressmaker’s trade, these mannequins have accumulated signs of wear and tear, a visible 
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history that is evocative of the traces left on the mother’s body after the recent birth of a 

child. The fine linen fabric encasing the understructure is stretched, torn, stitched, worn, 

repaired, creased. The metaphorical language affiliated with the craft of dressmaking 

provides a traditionally female visual vocabulary that I believe serves to express 

elements of my female experience.            

1.5 Feminist Critique 

During the 1970s, various debates were ignited between feminist art historians 

predominantly based in the USA and UK over female artists’ use of central core 

imagery. By labelling the work as ‘essentialist’, critics such as Nemser and Pollock 

accused these artists of reinforcing stereotyped concepts of female sexuality that 

contribute to the dominant phallocentric culture in Western society. Chicago was one of 

the artists targeted by these criticisms.  

Amelia Jones co-edited the publication Sexual Politics – Judy Chicago’s Dinner 

Party in Feminist Art History that accompanied the exhibition of the same name held at 

the Armand Hammer Museum of Art and Cultural Center, Los Angeles, which included 

numerous female artists making work from the 1960s to the 1990s. Jones’s essay titled 

“Sexual Politics: Feminist Strategies, Feminist Conflicts, Feminist Histories” offers an 

account of both positive and negative reactions to Chicago’s The Dinner Party. Jones 

reflects on these responses:  

…the extreme polarization of opinion…testify to its importance as a cultural 
monument with which all historians of contemporary art, and perhaps especially 
feminist art historians, must come to terms.16   

 

                                                        
16 Amelia Jones and Laura Cottingham, eds., Sexual Politics: Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party in Feminist 
Art History (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996), 84–85. 
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Chicago’s aesthetics evident in The Dinner Party, and extended throughout her 

work, received criticisms from both conservative and radical quarters of scholarship. 

The following viewpoints by prominent feminist theorists and historians of the day 

indicate the nature of the criticisms directed at Chicago. 

Cindy Nemser, an American art historian, writer and feminist activist from New 

York, denounced Chicago’s efforts in trying to define an intrinsic female aesthetic by 

“consistently [speaking] out against this kind of narrow minded therorizing.17 

‘Cunt Art’ was the celebratory expression that Chicago gave to her and other 

female artists’ imagery that used the female body as the basis for a female language in 

art. Chicago was prepared to name what she considered capable of expressing a female 

sensibility. Nemser viewed Chicago’s work very differently; she stated that she 

“objected furiously to such efforts to categorize women’s art within the bounds of such 

outworn, male invented stereotypes”.18 Nemser also degraded Chicago’s work by 

referring to it as purporting an “‘inner space’ ideology [that] reduces the work of women 

artists to a simplistic biological formula”.19 

Griselda Pollock, an influential English feminist art historian, affirms that the 

representation of female sexual imagery can be easily misread in a cultural system where 

male meanings are encoded. She emphasises that art historical scholarship is not 

neutrally conceived but constructed through an ideological practice that reinforces the 

functioning of a patriarchal society that shapes constructions of sexual difference. 

Pollock states: 

As long as we discuss women, the family, crafts or whatever else we have done 
as feminists we endorse the social giveness of woman, the family, the separate 

                                                        
17 Cindy Nemser, “The Women Artists’ Movement,” Art Education 28, no. 7 (1975): 20. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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sphere. Once we insist that sexual difference is produced through an 
interconnecting series of social practices and institutions of which families, 
education, art studies…are part, then the hierarchies which sustain masculine 
dominance come under scrutiny and stress.20 

 

Here, Pollock is sensitive to the importance of sexual difference, which she 

understands as primarily a social or cultural construction. However, in her earlier book 

written with Rozsika Parker, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology (1981), sexual 

difference is viewed more suspiciously; the authors argue that Chicago’s vulvar forms 

“merely perpetuate the exclusively sexual identity of women, not only as body but 

explicitly as cunt”.21 Central core imagery is interpreted as perpetuating a sexualised 

identity rather than as an alternative celebration of femininity, which was Chicago’s 

intention. Her idea of taking ownership of something that is fundamental to the female 

body and that is so commonly exploited as an abusive, misogynist term is a common 

political strategy found in the repurposing of terms, such as ‘queer’. 

In other words, artists such as Chicago who celebrated what they considered 

‘essentially female’ in their work were criticised for reinforcing oppressive definitions of 

women formulated by patriarchy, a stereotyped vision that undermined the feminist 

agenda.  

1.6 Feminist Critique in Retrospect 

The debate about essentialism does not end with the criticisms just outlined. For 

example, in Essentially Speaking, Diana Fuss offers a balanced discussion of 

essentialism versus constructivism. She outlines that the essentialist states that “the 

                                                        
20 Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art (London: 
Routledge, 1988), 9. 
21 Parker and Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology, 127. 
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natural is repressed by the social, [while] the constructionist [the position that 

differences are constructed, not innate] maintains that the natural is produced by the 

social”.22 Fuss claims “there is no essence to essentialism … we can only speak of 

essentialisms [and] constructionism … really operates as a more sophisticated form of 

essentialism”.23 Fuss initiates an interesting debate about the slippage between the 

essentialist/constructionist binary positions and how they are inextricably linked.  

This move beyond the rigid interpretation of what was meant by essentialism is 

also evident in Norma Broude and Mary Garrard’s “Introduction: Feminism and Art in 

the Twentieth Century”, where they argue that “First-generation feminists reexamined 

what ‘female’ meant, not in an effort to limit it to a biological essence, but, rather, to test 

the culturally constructed definitions of the ‘feminine’ that they knew.”24  

Their leading scholarship in the field of feminist art history is revealed in their 

remarks on the political motivation behind the celebration of culturally essentialist 

forms. They state:  

We would do well to replace the term biological essentialism … with two 
others—cultural essentialism and political essentialism … Cultural essentialism 
[is] roughly equivalent to what is today called socially constructed femininity … 
political essentialism—the deliberate celebration of culturally essentialist 
forms.25  

 

Writing retrospectively, Fuss, Broude and Garrard all offer a broader 

interpretation of what Chicago and others were contributing to notions of female 

sexuality. The definition of political essentialism outlined by Broude and Garrard is 

                                                        
22 Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference (New York: Routledge, 1989), 3. 
23 Ibid., xii. 
24 Broude and Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth Century,” 24. 
25 Ibid., 25. 
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what Parker and Pollock (previously both harsh critics of Chicago) may have 

acknowledged in their renewed observations of Chicago’s use of ‘centralised void’ 

imagery—as valuable in redefining femaleness. They now recognised how “familiar 

symbols can be useful in the construction of new meanings, particularly where they are 

used in association with less familiar attributes”.26 

Parker and Pollock reflect on fifteen years of feminists’ work in their 1987 

publication, Framing Feminism: Art and the Women’s Movement 1970-1985. They note 

that the conflicting positions of ‘essentialist’ and ‘constructionist’ within feminist 

debates share a valuable objective through their individual attempts:  

…of revealing and analyzing aspects of women’s lives that have been veiled in 
shame and silence—childbirth and menstruation, for example. Acknowledging 
the importance of events of the body, as do all feminists, is not reducible to 
biological essentialism … The radically different ways in which these issues are 
approached underline the diversity of positions held by feminist artists.27 

 

Both critics have also acknowledged women artists’ embrace of sexual desire by 

celebrating a “heroic image, and its re-sensualizing for their pleasure … metaphors for 

women ready to acknowledge the masculine elements in themselves”.28 This quote is of 

particular interest when analysing the work of Bourgeois and Kahlo. Although their 

practices were established well before Parker and Pollock’s comments were made, each 

artist in their own particular way has acknowledged masculine elements in themselves. 

This aspect of their practices will be elaborated later in this chapter.  

In the 2001 publication Art and Feminism, Peggy Phelan, a distinguished, 

                                                        
26 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Framing Feminism: Art and the Women’s Movement 1970-1985 
(London: Pandora Press, 1987), 269. 
27 Ibid., 29. 
28 Ibid., 268. 
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contemporary art theorist, provides an overview of feminism:  

As psychoanalytic and poststructuralist theory became the lingua franca of the 
academy in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, some feminist art and 
thinking of the early 1970s began to be seen as naïve, narcissistic, passé. This 
accusation is a curious one, for even while feminist art historians and theorists 
were urging a more sophisticated reading of representational codes, many were 
denouncing, with a breezy simplicity, the art which made possible many of their 
own insights.29 

 

Phelan also revisits the accusations of ‘essentialism’ that Chicago received 

during her exhibition of The Dinner Party, arguing that it  

[suggests] that there may well have been something traumatic in the original 
source. In a misogynistic culture, especially one like academia in the early 
1980s, it behoves us to consider carefully the vehemence of the denunciation of 
this work, if only as a symptomatic repression of something threatening.30  

 

Phelan’s suggestion of something traumatic and threatening may be related to the 

idea of the abject female body. Feminist scholar Elizabeth Gross explains the symbolic 

significance of menstrual blood. Revulsion of menstrual blood is “a refusal to 

acknowledge the subject’s corporeal link to the mother … It marks the site of an 

unspeakable and unpayable debt of life, of existence, that the subject (and culture) owes 

to the maternal body.”31 

Confronting an uncensored version of the female body steeped in its own 

corporeality is more confronting than a pornographic image of a woman’s naked body 

sanitised through commercial stylisation. When I first saw Chicago’s later work Red 

Flag (1971, figure 8), a photolithograph of herself pulling out a bloodied tampon, I 

                                                        
29 Peggy Phelan, “Survey,” in Art and Feminism, ed. Helena Reckitt and Peggy Phelan (London: Phaidon 
Press Limited, 2001), 20. 
30 Ibid., 37.  
31 Elizabeth Gross, “The Body of Signification,” in Abjection, Melancholia and Love, ed. John Fletcher 
and Andrew Benjamin (London and New York: Routledge, 1990), 92. 
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found it shocking, causing me to re-evaluate my own views on an innate bodily function 

of my own womanhood.

 

              Figure 8 Judy Chicago Red Flag 1971 

As a contemporary artist, I find it interesting to acknowledge these historical 

accounts of feminist thoughts as they indicate developments of and challenges to the 

moral and social norms of that time. Bourgeois and Kahlo, the other two artists that I 

will discuss, are from an older generation than Chicago and push other tabooed 

boundaries in their art practice to realise their feminine sensibility.  

1.7 Louise Bourgeois 

Bourgeois is one of the major artists of recent decades. Hard to categorise, she is 

historically linked to the Surrealists, a non-conformist modernist, and recognised as a 

pioneer of feminist art, even though her dedicated art practice dates back to the 1940s. 

Bourgeois’s multi-disciplinary work continues to be celebrated today within a 

contemporary art framework. Bourgeois acknowledges her privileged Parisian 

upbringing, being afforded the opportunity to study and travel. After she had left France 

for her new married life in New York, she again thought herself privileged in having an 

art practice that enabled her to develop work in the privacy of her studio. Bourgeois was, 
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for about fifteen years, unperturbed by the then current art trends, attracting limited 

attention until the 1970s when her art was seen and celebrated in a feminist context. As a 

young girl, Bourgeois recognised her mother as a feminist, a fixer of broken things, 

calm, poised, and self-confident. Her father was the centre of her distress, provocateur of 

her loss of self-esteem, betrayer, and stern patriarch of the family.32 

1.8 The Role of Objects in Forming Metaphor 

Bourgeois emphasised her choice of objects to establish relationships between memories 

of the past, herself, and the audience. The objects support the psychological drama that 

is manifested through their associations. Paul Martin writes about collecting:  

Objects and material thus used can be said to constitute a kind of material 
language…the collected material assumes the role as a shield or talisman, and 
ultimately a coping mechanism.33  

 

A person’s relationship to objects is further illuminated by another theory based 

on psychoanalysis. According to Ian Woodward, a revised or “modern adaption of the 

Freudian psychoanalytic approach”34 is currently being explored under the banner of 

object-relations theory, offering new interpretations to Freud’s theory that the libidinal 

drive is the core reason for people’s relationship to objects. In contrast to Freud’s 

interpretation, object-relations theory places “emphasis on the use of objects in 

establishing relationships for certain types of emotional sustenance, psychological 

development, or need”.35 According to feminist art theorist Mignon Nixon, renewed 

interest in the psychoanalytical research of Melanie Klein is filtering through some 

                                                        
32 Louise Bourgeois and Paulo Herkenhoff, Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days (Milan: 
Fondazione Prada, 1997). 
33 Paul Martin, Popular Culture and the Everyday Self (London: Leicester University Press, 1999), 66. 
34 Ian Woodward, Understanding Material Culture (London: Sage, 2007), 138. 
35 Ibid., 139. 
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feminist writings, where the difference between ‘part-objects’ and ‘whole-objects’ is 

offering insightful re-interpretations of artists’ work.36 This model for analysis suggests 

that the infant’s first introjected object is the mother's breast (part-object) and forms the 

basis of the super-ego. Woodward outlines the different psychoanalytic processes 

involved in human relations with objects: 

The first is projection. When we project, we put our own feelings, beliefs, or 
parts of self into another person or object. The second is introjection, where 
elements of an object are taken into the self. There is thus a dialectic of 
transference of energies at play in people–object relations.37 

 

Nixon and fellow theorist Rosalind Krauss have applied this analysis that infers a 

process of ‘transference’ to their interpretation of Bourgeois’s work.38  

The potency of Bourgeois’s life’s experiences as daughter and mother were 

realised through her repeated themes of fecundity, fear, loss, nurture, and protection. In 

her painting series of the 1940s titled Femme Maison, motifs of the female body 

hybridised with a house structure occur in many of the works. Reminiscent of the 

Surrealists’ parlour game, Exquisite corpse, where disparate images are assembled in a 

vertical format, these works signify conflict in the domestic space. Bourgeois’s 

challenge to balance a creative art practice with motherhood is discussed by Nixon in 

Fantastic Reality: Louise Bourgeois and a Story of Modern Art. Nixon describes the 

figure in Femme Maison (1945–47, figure 9) as a “character to portray the predicament 

of a woman artist and mother, homesick in exilecarrying her house on her 

                                                        
36 Mignon Nixon, Fantastic Reality: Louise Borgeois and a Story of Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: The 
MIT Press, 2005). 
37 Woodward, Understanding Material Culture, 140. 
38 Mignon Nixon, “The She-Fox: Transference and the ‘Woman Artist’,” in Women Artists at the 
Millennium, ed. Carol Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 283–293.  
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headtrying to make it as a surrealist in New York”.39 The conflict that is suggested by 

Nixon is the guilt experienced in the mother’s conscience whose attention is torn 

between the care of her children and the pursuit of a professional career as an artist.40  

                     

                                         Figure 9 Louise Bourgeois Femme Maison 1945–47 

When comments were made that the work was an example of art made by a 

woman, Bourgeois replied:  

 

I’m sorry I don’t know what art made by a woman is. There is no feminine 
experience in art, at least not in my case, because not by being just a woman does 
one have a different experience: individuals are different, men and women, but 
not human nature.41  

 

Here she denies that a feminine experience exists in art, but acknowledges 

human nature as being fixed and unchanging and that individuals, regardless of their 

gender, are different. I believe this sentiment is evident in her work. Although she is a 

                                                        
39 Nixon, Fantastic Reality, 56. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Bourgeois and Herkenhoff, Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days, 98. 
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woman artist, she is first an individual. Her work signifies aggression and violence, 

attributes that are traditionally associated with the masculine. She refuses to slip into a 

convenient cast by continuing to challenge concepts of masculinity and femininity. 

Although the autobiographical content of women’s art has often been criticised, 

Bourgeois managed to avoid such derogatory comments, which is perhaps due to her 

unsentimental recollection of her experiences. Bourgeois states:  

 
I need my memories. They are my documents…You have to differentiate 
between memories. Are you going to them or are they coming to you. If you are 
going to them, you are wasting time. Nostalgia is not productive.42  

 

In Bourgeois’s work, memory and emotion are embodied in truncated torso 

forms, some indicative of a female archetype; these monuments bearing witness to 

maternal experience often reveal bulbous folds and creases. Her torso forms are often 

laden with multiple breasts, like a suit of armour, but deprived of a head and limbs, 

rendering it both powerful and vulnerable at once, as evidenced in The She-Fox (1985, 

figure 10).  

                                                        
42 Louise Bourgeois et al., Louise Bourgeois: The Locus of Memory, Works 1982-1993 (New York: H. N. 
Abrams, 1994), 23. 
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                                        Figure 10 Louise Bourgeois The She-Fox 1985 

                                               
 
                                                   Figure 11 Louise Bourgeois Torso, Self Portrait 1963–64 

These qualities are also evident in the upright nature of Torso, Self Portrait 

(1963–64, figure 11). I had hoped to instil the Trousseau series with a similar visual 

impact through using the image of the mannequin, where an emphasis is placed on a 

resilient exterior manifesting itself in a vertically erect form that is visibly incapacitated, 

headless, and limbless (figures 12 and 13). 
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Figure 12 Jo D’Hagé Untitled II 1990 
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                               Figure 13 Jo D’Hagé Regalia III 2004 

 
 

Bourgeois’s installations are often enclosed, interior spaces that invite the 

audience to navigate carefully staged objects that serve as a repository for life’s traces. 
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Bourgeois employs metaphor through juxtaposing objects that serve to summon an 

association or memory in the viewer. Mieke Bal argues that “By presenting memories as 

found objects, Bourgeois makes them appear as scraps or bits of the past that hover on 

the undecidable yet profound divide between memory and trauma.”43 Traumatic events 

can trigger memory loss. Bourgeois’s careful selection of objects is as strategic as her 

decision to exclude others. These gaps and silences disrupt the narrative, creating 

feelings of unease in the viewer. I believe recalling memories is a fundamental human 

behaviour experienced through the sensory body that reacts to triggers in the material 

world but is transported beyond it—a space for reflection.44 

For example, in Red Room (Parents) (1994, figure 14), Bourgeois uses found 

objects that are pendulous, round, and oval—shapes traditionally associated with the 

female body. Such shapes are also predominant in my choice of still life objects. 

                          

                                                        
43 Mieke Bal, “Narrative Inside Out: Louise Bourgeois’ Spider as Theoretical Object,” Oxford Art Journal 
22, no. 2 (1999): 110. 
44 Henri Bergson sees memory as fundamental to human existence; see his work Matter and Memory 
(New York, 1988), 33.  
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                         Figure 14 Louise Bourgeois Red Room (Parents) 1994 

1.9 Gaea Dreaming (2009) and Vestiges of Hope Unseen (2010)  

In my second body of paintings developed for two exhibitions titled Gaea Dreaming 

(2009) and Vestiges of Hope Unseen (2010), I aimed to evoke the idea of a centralised 

void. In Sweet Melancholy (2009, figure 15) and Talking Stones (2009, figure 16), 

images of a ceramic swan with a hollow interior, an egg, stones, lotus pod, and plaits of 

hair form enigmatic bonds through their juxtaposition, while referencing the Surrealists' 

fascination with arbitrary associations in their work. Oval forms are also intuitively 

associated with an egg or life cycle. The metaphorical symbolism of the vessel, pot, and 

container as the ‘inner space’ of female biology, and their implied meanings of fertility, 

pregnancy, motherhood, and nourishment are well established in feminist art discourse. 

Although in the 1970s, these maternal associations triggered a negative response as 

being reductionist in an essentialist way, I knowingly embraced the vessel’s traditional 

sentiments as sacred, nutritive, and transformative as a timeless gesture in my paintings.   

                                                          

                               Figure 15 Jo D’Hagé Sweet Melancholy 2009 
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                      Figure 16 Jo D’Hagé Talking Stones 2009 

 

In Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, Rich remarks on 

“the woman/vessel association … that in primordial terms the vessel is anything but a 

‘passive’ receptacle: it is transformative—active, powerful”.45 To re-imagine these 

                                                        
45 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (London: Virago Limited, 
1977), 98. 



 

 39 

traditional motifs, I employed metal as the painting support. As a material associated 

with industrial strength, metal disrupts conventional readings of a subject matter 

shrouded in sentimentality. I explored a variety of different metals as painting supports 

and appreciated the increased fluidity of the paint’s application on the defiant nature of 

their surfaces. The metal’s industrial reference was re-contextualised by cutting it into a 

range of ovoid and circular formats, which traditionally associated with the female body 

(figures 17 and 18).  

These large oval forms are also reminiscent of the mirrors inserted in the 

duchesses common in 1950s bedrooms, which were sympathetic to the proportion of the 

human figure. Therefore, the scale and shape of these paintings offer a female space for 

contemplation, a portal for the viewer to enter into and hopefully engage with the image. 

The ceramic swan was the common motif that inhabited diverse imagined landscapes 

based on natural phenomena, resulting in unrecognisable places reminiscent of familiar 

spaces. Writing on my work, Anne Kirker described the ceramic swan as serving “as a 

conduit for parables or implied narratives conveyed through a type of feminine 

collective memory or imagination”.46 The large oval forms not only appropriate the 

human proportion also summon familiar memories, as suggested by Ross Woodrow in a 

catalogue essay introducing the exhibition Gaea Dreaming. He states: “The large oval 

format … evokes a complexity of past associations; the oval mirror of myth or that from 

grandmother’s dressing table or wardrobe.”47  

 

 

                                                        
46 Anne Kirker, “Gaea Dreaming,” Eyeline: Contemporary Visual Arts 72 (2009): 92. 
47 Ross Woodrow, Silent Prophet (Brisbane: Brisbane Powerhouse, 2009). 
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                              Figure 17 Jo D’Hagé Morphology 2010  

 

                                                
           

                             Figure 18 Jo D’Hagé Echo Chamber 2010 
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Childhood memories of my older sister’s bottom-length hair contribute to my 

fascination with its historical and psychological symbolism. I remember spending time 

with her brushing her long hair at my grandmother’s dressing table in the 1970s. Long 

hair is a reoccurring feminine motif present in all three bodies of work I am including 

for analysis. 

1.10 Hair as Symbol 

Writing on hair, Deborah Pergament proposes that:  
 

In many cultures, hair plays an important role in the development of social 
constructs about the body. For example, hair-grooming rituals have symbolic and 
religious meanings, and many social taboos are centered around hair.48  
 

In my paintings of ceramic swans, plaits of hair provide a safe haven in the form 

of nests. In She’s Dreaming (2008, figure 19), the hollow carried on the swan’s back is 

filled with abundant plaits, severed and collected as future resources. The proposition 

that hair continues to grow after death imbues it with durability and a metaphysical life 

force. When severed, it can signify transitions ranging from rituals associated with rites 

of passage to dislocations of power, loss of individualism, and punishment.  

                                

                            Figure 19 Jo D’Hagé She’s Dreaming 2009    

                                                        
48 Deborah Pergament, “It’s Not Just Hair: Historical and Cultural Considerations for an Emerging 
Technology,” Chicago-Kent Law Review 75, no. 1 (1999): 42. 
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      Figure 20 Jo D’Hagé Regalia VII 2004 

 
Objects such as plaits of hair, chosen for their autobiographical content, are less 

metaphors of the body and more symbolic of the female body and femininity. In Regalia 

VII (2004, figure 20), a long plait of hair hangs off a belt alongside other coveted objects 

to represent a valued commodity. In her historical and cultural analysis of hair, Carol de 

Dobay Rifelj describes it “as an object of gift exchange”.49 

                                                        
49 Carol de Dobay Rifelj, Coiffures: Hair in Nineteenth-Century French Literature and Culture (Newark, 
DE: University of Delaware Press, 2010), 31. 
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Figure 21 Jo D’Hagé Regalia I 2004 

In Regalia I (2004, figure 21), a plait of hair is wrapped around the stump of the 

neck to evoke sensations of anxiety and asphyxia. Memory, loss, and ritual are 

metaphorically invested in locks and plaits of hair. For me, hair serves as a memento, an 

assurance of the preservation of a memory.  

The transformative power of hair makes it of particular interest to me especially 

when noting that, although dead, each person’s hair is composed of unique DNA 
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properties. Through my various collections of hair, I possess a part of the person whom 

the hair was once attached to and acknowledge its abject nature of being both desirable 

and disgusting. 

1.11 Frida Kahlo 

Hair also features in Kahlo’s works, symbolising different emotions and states. In 

Cropped Hair (1940, figure 22), Kahlo depicts herself with severed hair to demonstrate 

losing her power to keep her husband loyal in their marriage. 

                 

Figure 22 Frida Kahlo Self Portrait with Cropped Hair 1940 
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Kahlo’s eminence in the art world still resonates through her powerful image as a 

cult figure and feminist icon. Unlike Bourgeois, Kahlo did not receive the recognition 

she deserved until well after her death in 1954. She lived a short but passionate life. Her 

political activism in the 1920s served to forge her Mexican national identity.50 Joining 

the Communist League, Kahlo met Diego Rivera, the renowned Mexican muralist, who 

later became her husband. Their marriage was turbulent and filled with infidelities, and 

she expressed the emotional anguish she experienced from their relationship in her 

paintings. The world Kahlo moved within was cosmopolitan and dominated by powerful 

male figures. Unlike the monumental, grand narrative paintings constructed by her 

husband, Kahlo chose to mix the aesthetics of traditional European portraiture with the 

tradition of religious folk art (figure 23). 

 

         Figure 23 Frida Kahlo Self Portrait with Braid 1941  

Kahlo’s personification of the female heroine in her portraits is due to her 

strength and resilience as a survivor of human tragedies. The story of her life becomes 

                                                        
50 Liza Bakewell, “Frida Kahlo: A Contemporary Feminist Reading,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women 
Studies 13, no. 3 (1993): 165–89.  
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the grand narrative of her paintings. Wife, artist, lover, and survivor are some of the key 

roles that Kahlo assumes. Her preparedness to depict her female body as one defined by 

biology and one acted upon by personal experience resonates with Ulrich Rosenbach’s 

definition of feminist art:  

Feminist art is the elucidation of a woman artist’s identity: of her body, of her 
psyche, her feelings, her position within society. The work is crucial and 
inquiring; it searches for the essence in women and is in a continuous phase of 
discussion. Feminist art is the artistic elucidation of women’s historical role: as a 
mother, a housewife, a woman prostituted by men, as a saint, virgin, witch.51 

 

Liza Bakewell, author of Frida Kahlo: A Contemporary Feminist Reading, 

suggests that Kahlo identifies with contradictions “in constructing for herself a 

subjectivity”.52 Her mixed blood due to her European heritage (her mestizaje) is 

identifiable in her, “combining together in her life and works Pre-Columbian and 

modern objects, Church and national icons, male with female, man with woman … 

crossing from one strata to the other with little regard for such elite constructions of 

difference”.53 Kahlo rebelled against social norms imposed on women’s behaviours that 

restricted their freedom of expression. For example, at the age of nineteen, Kahlo posed 

for a family portrait dressed in men’s attire. Contempt for traditional moral codes of 

conduct relating to her status as a married woman was demonstrated through her very 

public extramarital affairs with both men and women, entering the male dominant 

political arena, and mixing with the working-class people in the streets of Mexico City. 

The most significant misfortune that irretrievably altered Kahlo’s life was the 

aftereffects she endured from a tragic bus accident she survived at the age of eighteen. 

                                                        
51 Ulricke Rosenbach, “Untitled Statement (1975),” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art: A 
Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1996), 757. 
52 Bakewell, “Frida Kahlo: A Contemporary Feminist Reading,” 169. 
53 Ibid. 
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The accident severely damaged her spine, pelvis, and reproductive organs.  

The visual potency in her imagery in articulating her Mexican cultural affinity 

and experiences of being female are unparalleled in the history of Mexican art. Bakewell 

states, “Kahlo is profoundly concerned with representing her own flesh and blood, 

which she sees as quintessential ingredients of the visual definition of her 

womanhood.”54 The Broken Column (1944, figure 24) depicts Kahlo’s body fractured by 

the horrific bus accident and further traumatised by the medical interventions that were 

necessary for her survival. Bakewell proposes that this image as well as her other 

representation of the nude “introduces the unrepresentable to the study of the female 

nude. Her acted-upon female is a mutilated woman, pictorially self-defined, and, as 

such, challenges the institutionalized objectification of the female nude in Western 

art.”55 Western art’s historical image of the passive, reclining nude existing 

predominately for the pleasurable male gaze is replaced in “Kahlo ’s nudes [that] de-

eroticize the female by presenting blemished, imperfect, bloody bodies”.56  

Taboos associated with female blood (menstrual) have and still are embedded in 

our cultural psyche. Bakewell explains how Kahlo’s impulse to depict the abject female 

serves to liberate her and give voice to, “‘Long-suffering Mexican women’” to come out 

of her culturally constructed silence and express herself and, in the expression of herself, 

gain subject status.”57 Nobel laureate Octavio Paz describes the female Mexican 

character as “inferior beings… Their inferiority is constitutional and resides in their sex, 

their submissiveness, which is a wound that never heals.”58 Bakewell believes: “A 

                                                        
54 Ibid., 173. 
55 Ibid., 174. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., 174–75. 
58 Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude (New York: Grove Press, 1961), 30. 



 

 48 

woman’s open anatomy, as stereotyped by Mexican society, makes her perpetually 

vulnerable, constantly susceptible to injury and violation.”59 

                   

                     Figure 24 Frida Kahlo The Broken Column 1944 

                                                        
59 Bakewell, “Frida Kahlo: A Contemporary Feminist Reading,” 175. 
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Figure 25 Frida Kahlo My Birth 1932 

 
My Birth (1932, figure 25) was painted by Kahlo shortly after a failed pregnancy 

had to be terminated. It was one of several miscarriages resulting from complications 

arising from her accident. This image is saturated with her sorrow. Death and birth, 

mother and child, spiritual and material are evident through her potent use of metaphor 

and symbol. As Bakewell cogently affirms, it is Kahlo’s: 

…audacious redefining of the vagina … [as] not something that is a negative 
space, defined only by penetration … [by] drawing upon Pre-Columbian 
sculptures of childbirth as an alternative source for pictorial antecedents, Kahlo 
presents birth as something that opens onto the world … from which all human 
life begins. Birth is quintessentially of woman.60 

 

My Nurse and I (1937, figure 26) is another example of Kahlo’s 

                                                        
60 Ibid., 176. 
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acknowledgement of her roots, where sustenance is provided by the indigenous mother’s 

breast milk. Fluids (blood and milk) are fundamental to Kahlo’s acknowledgement of 

her innate biology. Her precedent of asserting herself as female through imagery soaked 

in biological substances can be interpreted as both personal and political in a resolutely 

masculinised world. 

     

 

Figure 26 Frida Kahlo My Nurse and I 1937 
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Figure 27 Frida Kahlo Remembrance of an Open Wound 1938 

 Remembrance of an Open Wound (1938, figure 27) is an image of Kahlo seeking 

the attention of the viewer, unabashedly raising her skirt to reveal a wound. This wound 

was supposedly not inflicted on the real flesh but was one symbolic of the pain and 

suffering Kahlo experienced from the knowledge of her philandering husband. Bakewell 

supposes that by Kahlo placing the vagina wound separate from her own biological 

vagina, she is “claiming her actual, biological vagina as hers and does so by depicting 

herself masturbating, as she told her friends… [she] defines the vagina not passively as 

something penetrated and violated, not as something maternal, but as the locus of 

pleasure that she grants her self”.61                                      

 

                                                        
61 Ibid., 177. 
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                                   Figure 28 Frida Kahlo Diego and I 1949 

 
 

Diego and I (1949, figure 28) is a tear-stained self-portrait of Kahlo with 

husband in her third eye—her dishevelled loose hair menacingly tangles around her 

throat, suggesting emotional suffering. Kahlo portrays herself as a perturbed yet passive 

victim; her blatant expression of despair resulting from her husband’s infidelities is 

another taboo she unashamedly breaks, as Mexican women are expected to remain silent 

and not engage in self-pitying demonstrations of victimhood and anguish relating to 

marital affairs.62 

  Returning to the previously mentioned Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair (figure 

22), Kahlo is represented with scissors in her lap and lengths of hair being severed and 

dropping to the ground. Jack Rummel states of this work in his biography on Kahlo, 

“The viewer is at first sent reeling by an almost violent image of a woman shorn of her 

hair…Written above the painting are the words of a poplar Mexican song: ‘Look, if I 

                                                        
62 Sarah Ethel LeVine, Clara Sunderland Correa, and F. Medardo Tapia Uribe, “The Marital Morality of 
Mexican Women: An Urban Study,” Journal of Anthropological Research 42, no. 2 (1986). 
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loved you, it was for your hair. Now that you are bald, I don’t love you anymore.’”63  

This portrait was executed when Kahlo was divorced from her husband; Kahlo did 

actually crop her hair, openly rejecting expected norms of femininity.  

 

1.12 Red Dress and Green Dress (2012) 

The motif of a hanging dress suspended from a clothes hanger is evident in the work of 

both Bourgeois, Pink Days and Blue Days (1997, figure 29), and Kahlo, My Dress 

Hangs There (1933, figure 30). Both artists use the dress to evoke absence; the empty 

dress is a visual trigger for memories, tributes to other once-lived experiences.  

 

            Figure 29 Louise Bourgeois Pink Days and Blue Days 1997  

                                                        
63 Jack Rummel, Frida Kahlo: A Spiritual Biography (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 
2000), 139. 
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      Figure 30 Frida Kahlo My Dress Hangs There 1933  

 
My two paintings Green Dress (2012, figure 31) and Red Dress (2012, figure 32) also 

depict female vestments but with attached apparel—objects made from long lengths of 

hair laced with bone, lotus pod, woven basketry, and an exposed spiral spine of an old 

shell. In both these paintings I have suggested a place for safekeeping by nestling ovoid 

forms close to the upper chest. By assembling these items on top of the lifeless dresses, I 

intend to summon a talismanic presence to safeguard the inherent femininity that the 

old-fashioned frocks evoke. Long drapes of hair reappear as a trope of desire in Green 

Dress and Red Dress, and are represented as lush, thick, and sensual. The tension 

between hair’s manifestation of life and death is evident through its abundance in fast 

growth and extinguished cellular composition, respectively. 
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Figure 31 Jo D’Hagé Green Dress 2012 
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Figure 32 Jo D’Hagé Red Dress 2012 

                       

To summarise, the art practices of both Bourgeois and Kahlo leave powerful 

testaments of female sensibility that are each shaped by their diverse biographies yet 

uncompromising in their choice of visual language. Either responding to the sexual 

potency of Bourgeois’s formidable sculptural forms or Kahlo’s intimate accounts of 

vulnerability depicted in paint, I am reminded of their commitment and honesty in their 

expression of being female and ability to lay claim upon their humanity. 
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1.13 Transitional Paintings (2013)  

Laying down washes as underpainting is a common procedure in my painting process 

and is evident in the paintings I discussed thus far. In the time following the execution of 

these works, my emphasis shifted from depicting the whole object’s exteriority to 

encompassing partial, less-defined forms. These part-objects are from select subject 

matter that get lost and found in the under painting (figures 33–34). Experimenting with 

washes and their less predictable outcome contributed to a way of working that was 

more intuitive and less composed. When the canvas lays flat for the paint to dry, the 

pooling of pigment can coalesce, creating a dense wound-like abscess.  

If a pour is too voluminous, the surface floods and seeps over the sides of the 

stretched frame, other surfaces retain less pigment and produce bruise-like stains and 

where the medium flows into a bordering area of liquid colour, it bleeds into tributaries 

like minute veins. The paint’s materiality is provocative in establishing visual metaphors 

for my own corporeality and has become paramount in a more fluid exploration of my 

body. The culmination of various experiments and explorative paintings developed into 

the next body of work, entitled Crafting Memory, which I will discuss in Chapter 2. 
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                                                Figure 33 Jo D’Hagé Untitled 2013 
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             Figure 34 Jo D’Hagé Untitled 2013 

 
1.14 Conclusion 
 
Gauging my early work in the context of a broader feminist framework illuminates the 

critical issues that confront women artists in their quest to explore their female identity, 

female embodiment and female experience. My practice, at this time, took an external 

view of the female body and focused more on accoutrements associated with femininity. 

Metaphors of the female body were consistently used. I have considered the work of 

Chicago, Bourgeois, and Kahlo as exemplary artists who illustrate corporeal intimacies 

essential in acknowledging our existential human condition.
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Chapter 2  

In abjection we move from an understanding of the external representation of the body, 
which prevailed before the twentieth century, to a preoccupation with embodiment, the 

condition of both being and having a body. 

 —Rina Arya1 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter will describe my current work, which is less about the manifestation of my 

body through the staging of objects and more about the body’s in-between spaces that 

are not visible to the human eye but are defined through sensory experience. In 2013, as 

part of my doctoral work, I held an exhibition titled Crafting Memory at the Redland 

Art Gallery, Cleveland. It comprised four oil paintings on linen and a number of objects, 

both found and hand-crafted. In these paintings, images are sourced from a more select 

range of objects in conjunction with less-defined shapes that ebb and flow in rhythm to 

my sense of the body as a fluid and changing entity. In the catalogue essay for Crafting 

Memory, Louise Martin-Chew encapsulates the shifts my work has undergone in recent 

years. She writes: 

While the reference to memoir remains in the use of objects from her own 
collection, these images are looser in technique, exhibiting a new commitment to 
the medium itself and its serendipitous possibilities. They develop from a more 
internalized place, a delving within the body, psyche and intuition … these 
paintings might equally have been drawn from the soft interiors of a woman.2  

 

The references here to the interior of the body and the female experience of interiority 

                                                        
1 Arya, Abjection and Representation, 84. 
2 Louise Martin-Chew, Crafting Memory: Jo D’Hagé (Brisbane: Redland Art Gallery, 2013). 
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are concerns that were heightened during my first pregnancy in 1987. Since then, my 

body continues to alter in volume and shape and with it the slippery streams of bodily 

fluids. This somatic awareness can be understood as a kind of female sensibility that is a 

part of female embodiment and that I seek to express in my paintings through a more 

visceral, interior visual dialogue. This is in contrast to French philosopher René 

Descartes’ model of thought that separated mind and body, as noted in the introduction. 

As Grosz highlights in Volatile Bodies, mind and body are, for Descartes, “two distinct 

mutually exclusive and mutually exhaustive substances…each of which inhabits its own 

self-contained sphere”.3 I acknowledge the inextricable relationship between the body 

and mind, and like Grosz, seek to establish an alternative relationship through the 

practice of my visual research. In this chapter, I also draw upon the work of feminist 

scientist Elizabeth Wilson, who uses neuroscientific research to inform new theories of 

mind/body, and art historian Norman Bryson, who references new scientific research 

(neurobiology) in his commentary that also criticises theories based on mind/body 

polarisations. 

I also explore maternity in light of Julia Kristeva’s critical analysis of abjection 

in her book, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1980). The term abject is 

frequently used in theoretical accounts when referencing bodily matter that is expelled. 

Grosz explains:  

Detachable, separable parts of the body—urine, faeces, saliva, sperm, blood, 
vomit, hair, nails, skin, [note: I would add breast milk]—retain something of the 
cathexis and value of a body part even when they are separated from the body. 
There is still something of the subject bound up with them—which is why they 
are objects of disgust, loathing, and repulsion as well as envy and desire.4 

 

                                                        
3 Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 60. 
4 Ibid., 81. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ren%C3%A9_Descartes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ren%C3%A9_Descartes
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In relation to maternity, I consider two artists who represent very different ways 

of thinking about and representing maternal experience. The first is Mary Kelly 

(American, b. 1941), an artist and theorist whose practice is embedded in a linguistic 

analysis commonly associated with conceptual art. The second is Adrienne Rich 

(American, b. 1929), a poet, essayist, and feminist whose experiences are manifest 

through her body and conveyed through a descriptive visceral language.  

Relevant to my current investigations of embodiment, abjection and interiority 

are the art practices of Bourgeois, Carol Rama (Italian, 1918–2015), and Mona Hatoum 

(Palestinian, b. 1952). Each artist challenges traditional ideas about beauty and the 

female body. Bourgeois’s sculptural folds seem to transform into ambiguous creases, 

and bulbous mounds confusing the body’s territory. Rama’s feverish visual expression 

of extended tongues, and particularly her use of stretched pink rubber surfaces, 

contribute to my current investigation of confronting corporeality. In Hatoum’s case, 

she shows parts of the body—human hair, nail clippings, or a camera-eye’s view of her 

body’s interior landscape. Therefore, these artists offer diverse examples of re-

configuring the female form in ways that break down conventional stereotypes by 

transgressing cultural norms. These artists’ fortitude in trespassing the body’s less-

known territories has aroused my curiosity in formulating vivid examples of body-

focused art in my own practice.  

2.2 The Abject Body 

In her essay, “Informe without Conclusion” (1996), Rosalind Krauss references Julia 

Kristeva’s ideas about abjection to elaborate on the relationship between subject and 

object. According to Krauss, Kristeva’s model was formulated around the: 
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… arrested passage from subject to object … The abject would thus be this 
intermediary position—neither subject nor object—for which the psychiatric 
term “borderline” would prove to be extremely useful … (which became ) … a 
form of explanation for a condition understood as the inability of a child to 
separate itself from its mother … caught up within a suffocating, clinging 
maternal lining, the mucous-membranous surround of bodily odors and 
substances, the child’s losing battle for autonomy is performed as a kind of 
mimicry of the impassibility of the body’s own frontier, with freedom coming 
only delusively as the convulsive, retching evacuation of one’s own insides, and 
thus an abjection of oneself.5 

 

Krauss highlights Kristeva’s association of the maternal body with a violent 

disgust that I find hard to fathom, having given birth myself. Although she is speaking 

figuratively, her prose arouses misogynist overtones through the repulsion associated 

with the female body. In Volatile Bodies, Grosz analyses the often opposing views of 

the body established by historical and contemporary theorists in order to realise new 

insight into corporeality. Grosz identifies within Kristeva’s theory a point of interest:  

What interests me here about Kristeva’s work is the way in which this notion of 
abjection links the lived experience of the body … the consequence of a culture 
effectively intervening into the constitution of the value of the body … a proper 
social body … so as to conform to but not exceed cultural expectations.6 

 

The proper social body does not show evidence of defilement through bodily fluids. But 

as Grosz admits: 

… body fluids flow, they seep, infiltrate; their control is a matter of vigilance, 
never guaranteed. In our culture, they are enduring; they are necessary but 
embarrassing … They are … daily attributes to existence … that all must, in 
different ways, face, live with, reconcile themselves to.7 
 
 

Grosz’s account of body fluids resonates strongly with my own realisation that 

they have the capacity to permeate the boundaries of the body, death being the 

                                                        
5 Rosalind Krauss, “‘Informe’ without Conclusion,” October 78, no. Autumn (1996): 91–92. 
6 Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 192–93. 
7 Ibid., 194. 
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consequence if the outside borders completely collapses. Experiences of being unable to 

control bodily fluids in public can feel frightening and deeply humiliating. 

The imminent onset of contractions when my waters broke in a busy suburban 

shop was a bodily experience that exceeded social expectations. I vividly recall my 

body’s amplified sensory perception. My body’s intelligence set forth a sequence of 

events that resulted in the birth of my son.  

Witnessing the failing body of my elderly father upon his deathbed was another 

poignant experience in acknowledging the limits of the socialised body. My father 

found his inability to control his bodily fluids very confronting and this feeling was 

confounded by the social stigma attached to such dysfunction. I recall his 

embarrassment at his body’s defilement as one of our most difficult emotional 

experiences prior to his death.  

The rich and abundant, repugnant and foul visualisations I experience when 

acknowledging the unspeakable ‘stuff’ of our bodies gives form to content when 

thinking through the body and how to suitably translate that experience into the medium 

of fluid paint. 

Grosz argues that the significance of the body should shift to centre stage, “so 

that it can now be understood as the very “stuff” of subjectivity.8 She writes: 

 

The subject, recognized as corporeal being, can no longer readily succumb to the 
neutralization and neutering of its specificity which has occurred to women as a 
consequence of women’s submersion under male definition.9  
 
 

Grosz adopts the model of the Möbius strip (the inverted three-dimensional figure eight) 

for a way of rethinking the body/mind relationship: 

                                                        
8 Ibid., ix. 
9 Ibid. 
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The Mobius strip has the advantage of showing the inflection of mind into body 
and body into mind … through a kind of twisting or inversion, one side becomes 
another. This model also provides a way of problematizing and rethinking the 
relations between exterior, by showing not their fundamental identity or 
reducibility but the torsion of the one into the other, the passage, vector, or 
uncontrollable drift of the inside into the outside and the outside into the 
inside.10 
 

Grosz’s refreshing re-evaluation of the historical mind/body dualism is timely in 

this pluralistic age of technological, scientific advancement and intervention. According 

to Grosz, this new transformative configuration “enables subjectivity to be understood 

as fully material and for materiality to be extended and to include and explain the 

operations of language, desire, and significance”.11  

Grosz’s conceptions are strengthened through current ground-breaking 

knowledge emerging in the field of cognitive neuroscience. It is becoming clear that the 

mind is an organic part of human nature. Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging 

(fMRI), a product of computer technologies of the 1990s, allows researchers to map 

brain activity in actual time. One astounding observation resulting from these studies is 

the realisation that the brain’s neural plasticity continues to modify according to 

experience.12 

2.3 The Brain 

Elizabeth Wilson, author of Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, 

argues that a neurological analysis through the locus of the nervous system affords new 

approaches to formulating feminist theory. The tendency to disregard the material, 

                                                        
10 Ibid., xii. 
11 Ibid., 210. 
12 Andrew J. Billings, Larry R. Churchill, and Richard Payne, “Severe Brain Injury and the Subjective 
Life,” The Hastings Center Report 40, no. 3 (2010): 17–21. 
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biological perspective of human psychology continues to limit new understandings of 

the body. Wilson does not dismiss cultural, linguistic, social, literary and historical 

analysis and their influence on our conception of the body but reminds us how often 

feminists account for biology as being inexplicably linked to the anxious/anorexic body. 

It is Wilson’s argument that “biology—the muscular capacities of the body, the micro-

physiology of circulation, respiration, digestion, and excretion—needs to become a 

more significant contributor to feminist theories of the body”.13 

Wilson recognises “the fierce antibiologism that marked the emergence of 

second-wave feminism … [and its insistence on] theories [that] explores how cultural, 

social, or linguistic constraints shape the kinds of bodies we have”.14 Wilson proposes 

that studying “the digestive tract (orality, anality) … [and the] process in between”15 is 

one aspect of neurological research that can offer “new avenues into the body”16 to 

provide “more vibrant, biologically attuned accounts of the body”.17 

Neuroscientific research cannot be ignored in the analysis of the human subject, 

as it provides hard evidence of the body’s reflex mechanisms that are fundamental to the 

analysis of the abject body. As previously stated, my experiences of pregnancy, birth, 

and motherhood are paramount to my perception of the importance of embodiment and 

female experience that underpins the concepts of both my earlier and current work. 

While there are many accounts of maternity in art and poetry, I have chosen to focus on 

Kelly and Rich because they each offer insight into opposing philosophical views 

relevant to feminist dialogue during the 1970s. Gaining an understanding of cultural 

                                                        
13 Elizabeth A. Wilson, Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 8. 
14 Ibid., 13. 
15 Ibid., 33. 
16 Ibid., 14. 
17 Ibid. 
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attitudes regarding the maternal body better positions me to gauge my experiential 

encounters with motherhood. In short, Kelly takes the image of the female body out of 

the maternal equation and Rich plunges the reader into the depth of her physical 

experience.  

2.4 The Maternal Body: Mary Kelly  

Mary Kelly’s installation entitled Post-Partum Document (1973–79, figure 35) is a six-

part installation that documents her relationship with her child. She states that it “was 

conceived as an ongoing process of analysis and visualization of a mother–child 

relationship”.18 Kelly decided not to use an image of herself and her child to avoid 

being misinterpreted as an object of the male gaze and to privilege “instead, its social 

construction as the representation of sexual difference”.19 Informed by French 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical theories of sexual difference, Kelly 

argues that there is no essential femininity but rather a socially constructed system of 

signs. Her rigorous, analytical interpretation of motherhood, a subject often steeped in 

sentimentality, is further subverted by the inclusion of her son’s soiled nappies. Mother 

as creator and son as object become (disturbingly) evident through the systematic 

display of signs, records, graphs, and samples collected and collated in the gallery space 

and displayed like forensic evidence.  

 

                                                        
18 Mary Kelly, Mary Kelly: Post-Partum Document (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), xv. 
19 Ibid., xvii–xviii. 
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  Figure 35 Mary Kelly Post-Partum Document (detail) 1973–79  
                          

Kelly’s visual discourse was deemed exclusionary and less accessible to a 

populist audience. In “Responding: A Referendum on Theory and Feminism”, Emily 

Apter comments that Kelly was among those artists who were “particularly significant 

in refuting misogynist, heterosexist assumptions within Freudian and Lacanian 

psychoanalytic models … [but who were] much criticized for being too white, too smug 

about assumptions of consensus … unfashionable in an era of ‘postfeminism’”.20  

Norman Bryson articulates a fitting description of the theoretical approach to 

analysis evident in the work of Mary Kelly. In his essay, “The Neural Interface”, 

Bryson explains the shift from a model of subjectivity that is based on a “linguistic 

philosophy—the insistence that what we take to be reality is only a construction”21 to a 

neural model of subjectivity: 

 

The radicalism of neuroscience consists in its bracketing out the signifier as the 
force that binds the world together: what makes the apple is not the signifier 
“apple” … but rather the simultaneous firing of axons and neurons within 
cellular and organic life…for by concentrating on the signifier as the basic unit 
of description, the analysis commits itself to an intensely cognitive point of 
view. Feeling emotion, intuition, sensation—the creatural life of the body and of 

                                                        
20 Emily Apter, “Responding: A Referendum on Theory and Feminism,” in Women Artists at the 
Millennium, 327. 
21 Norman Bryson, “Introduction: The Neural Interface,” in Blow-Up: Photography, Cinema and the 
Brain, ed. Warren Neidich (New York: D.A.P./Distributed Art, 2003), 13–14. 
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embodied experience—tend to fall away, their place taken by an essentially 
clerical out-look that centers on the written text.22  

  

Bryson’s extrapolation that perception is fundamentally embedded in our 

biology undermines Kelly’s positioning on the maternal body. I believe her “essentially 

clerical out-look”23 condones a methodical/unemotional view of motherhood, 

contributing further to our culture’s tendency to demonise women who show 

demonstrative behaviour in acknowledging themselves as active agents of their own 

desires. In contrast to Kelly, Rich celebrates the maternal body and all of its creatural 

potential. 

 

2.5 The Maternal Body: Adrienne Rich  

In 1977, Adrienne Rich revealed her personal experiences of being a new mother in her 

book, Of Woman Born. She affirms that by abolishing the dualistic dichotomies of 

patriarchal ideology and by reintegrating “the unconscious, the subjective, the 

emotional with the structural, the rational, the intellectual”,24 it is possible to construct 

a different, more democratic and less prejudiced social system. 

Rich shares her feelings about motherhood with honesty and humility. She 

describes both the physical and mental challenges involved in forming a new 

relationship with her newborn. For Rich, motherhood stirs emotions of both alarm and 

ecstasy. I have experienced the panic-stricken moments when acknowledging the 

responsibility involved in being the primary caretaker of a new life and the 

overwhelming rushes of love sensed through the body while breast-feeding are the 

                                                        
22 Ibid., 14. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Rich, Of Woman Born, 81. 
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extreme conflicting emotions that she describes. Rich describes how the physical 

bodies of both mother and child engage in a mutual visceral dialogue: 

. . . hearing her child’s cry, she feels milk rush into her breasts; when, 
as the child first suckles, the uterus begins contracting and returning 
to its normal size, and when later, the child’s mouth, caressing the 
nipple, creates waves of sensuality in the womb where it once lay; or 
when, smelling the breast even in sleep, the child starts to root and 
grope for the nipple.25 

 

Rich’s carnal description of her maternal experience is given a scientific basis 

outlined in The Female Brain, a recent book written by female neuroscientist Louann 

Brizendine. She explains how for the new “mother, the lovely smells of her newborn’s 

head, skin, poop, spit up breast milk, and other bodily fluids that have washed over her 

during the first few days will become chemically imprinted on her brain”.26  

Bodily fluids exchanged between newborn and mother as described above are 

biologically driven and fundamental to the offspring’s survival. Rich describes the 

female biology as follows:  

. . . the diffuse, intense sensuality radiating out from clitoris, breast, 
uterus, vagina; the lunar cycles of menstruation; the gestation and 
fruition of life which can take place in the female body—has far 
more radical implications than we have yet come to appreciate. 
Patriarchal thought has limited female biology to its own narrow 
specifications. The feminist vision has recoiled from female biology 
for these reasons; it will come to view our physicality as a resource, 
rather than a destiny. In order to live a fully human life we require 
not only control of our bodies…we must touch the unity and 
resonance of our physicality, our bond with the natural order, the 
corporeal ground of our intelligence.27 

 

                                                        
25 Ibid., 36. 
26 Louann Brizendine, The Female Brain (London: Bantam Press, 2007), 139. 
27 Rich, Of Woman Born, 39. 



 

 71 

In contrast to Kelly’s account of her maternal experience, Rich communicates 

her experience of being a mother through her body’s sensations. Like Rich, I 

acknowledge that complex emotions stem from the psyche and are channelled through 

the experiential body. The body/mind duality are dissolved when body and mind are 

assumed to be intertwined and inseparable. As Mary Garrard argues, “For women 

separated from their bodies cannot act upon the world.”28 

 

2.6 Crafting Memory: The Hand-Crafted Object 

In my 2013 exhibition Crafting Memory, I presented four oil paintings and a number of 

objects, which, as I mentioned earlier, were a combination of hand-crafted and found 

objects. Since 2010, crocheted, stitched, folded, cast, and woven materials of various 

kinds have played a more significant role in my work. Initially, they contributed to my 

collection of objects used as subject matter in my paintings. In the last five years, they 

have developed an autonomous role in conjuring up sensibilities of being female and 

have been exhibited as independent objects alongside my paintings (figures 36–38). 

 

                                                        
28 Garrard, “Feminist Art and the Essentialism Controversy,” 489. 
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Figure 36 Jo D’Hagé, studio experimentation with hair, moulded wax and crochet forms, 2015 

 
 

                                     

                 Figure 37 Jo D’Hagé, studio experimentation  
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                                      Figure 38 Jo D’Hagé, studio experimentation with moulded wax, 2017 

                                     

As realised in Bourgeois’s work, memories are stimulated from many sources. 

When recalling memories of my extended family, I instantly recalled vivid memories of 

my grandmother’s experienced hands tipped with long red fingernails, clad with chunky 

rings, dexterously manoeuvring a crochet hook and thread between her fingers. The 

time we shared together during those demonstrations to learn the skill are significant 

memories for me. I have developed this memory further through crocheting amorphous 

forms with waxed thread and human hair to explore new associations with the feminine. 

The flexible nature of the material allows for a manipulation of form. Reference to my 

biological and maternal body is evident in the tubular hollows, inverted folds, and 

lengths of laced cord draping to the ground (figures 39–41). 

 



 

 74 

                  

                           Figure 39 Jo D’Hagé, experimentation with crochet and wax thread 2013 
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                                                      Figure 40 Jo D’Hagé crotched form 2013  

 

                                     

                                                     Figure 41 Jo D’Hagé crocheted form 2017 
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The history of my great-grandfather, a distinguished orchestra conductor and 

violin musician, is the other connection to my familial past that has presented in my 

work. Without being aware of this past musical connection, I had been collecting used 

and damaged bows from an old shop whose owner refurbishes used violins (figure 42). 

The bow’s long strands of coarse hairs that split and splay through excessive friction are 

exaggerated examples of stray hairs that defy compliance. Like other objects in my 

studio, they exist as mementos. They offer me both a memory and a sensual 

engagement through their texture, form, and colour (figure 43). 

 

                              

Figure 42 Jo D’Hagé, collection of damaged violin bows 2013    Figure 43 Jo D’Hagé, plait of human hair 2015 

 
2.7 Crafting Memory: Paintings 

Through a new commitment to the serendipitous nature of liquid paint, I have delved 

more deeply into the materiality of both form and content in my doctoral work. Paint is 

applied through an animated action of washes, pouring, spilling, flooding, soaking, and 

bleeding and manipulated with hands, rags and large brushes. In contrast to my earlier 

paintings where hand–eye co-ordination is pivotal in representing the subject matter, my 

recent large-scale works engage the whole body in the process of distributing the liquid 
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paint. The ovoid shape established in my earlier paintings Gaea Dreaming and Vestiges 

of Hope Unseen are again represented in Beneath the Skin (2013, figure 44) and Deep 

Time (2013, figure 45).  

            

 

                           Figure 44 Jo D’Hagé Beneath the Skin 2013 
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                              Figure 45Jo D’Hagé Deep Time 2013 
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The oval’s archaic form elicits associations with the egg—resurrection, new life. 

Represented at human scale, the elongated ellipse is also intended to draw the viewer 

closer. Like a portal to enter, a shield to protect, or a mirror to reflect, the oval 

commands the image. In Deep Time, I had hoped to create the visual sensation of a 

physical flush: a rush of blood in, through, or out of the body. By contrast, Beneath the 

Skin, as the title suggests, is an exploration of an interior space. The illuminated holes 

suggest light-filled spaces that could belong to both an exterior or interior place.     

Without Surrender (2013, figure 46) demonstrates a shift in my painting process. 

Dissolving an object’s image through numerous layers of thin paint results in the 

illusion of a deep recession. Painting more to achieve less afforded me the opportunity 

to appreciate space by negating some of my original composition. Present in all of these 

paintings is a long skein of female hair. To reiterate, my reason for including human 

hair, as both an image in my paintings and a substance incorporated in crafted objects, is 

due to my fascination with its materiality. A waste by-product of a living subject but 

culturally associated with intimacy and sexuality, hair is full of connotations. Hair 

according to Tamar Garb, is “drawn from the body to which it refers”,29 and handling 

hair that is not my own arouses uneasy emotions in my body. I can appreciate how 

supernatural powers have been associated with hair and how it has inspired many myths 

and legends throughout cultures and histories.  

                                                        
29 Tamar Garb, “Hairlines,” in Women Artists at the Millennium, 271. 
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                                        Figure 46 Jo D’Hagé Without Surrender 2013 
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2.8 The Corporeal Body: The Abject and the Informe 

In “Cleaning up the 70s”, an essay published in Rewriting Conceptual Art (1999), Helen 

Molesworth acknowledges the unproductive polarisations in feminist discourse between 

essentialism and post-structuralism.30 My most current work (2015–17) seeks to 

overcome such polarisations by acknowledging that my female sensibility is rooted in 

my lived experience of being a woman, and this embodiment inhabits both the sensual 

and the intellectual spheres. In my most current work, the sensual sphere is being 

represented through the sublimation of the abject into aesthetic forms. 

Feminist artists and theorists of the late 1980s and early 1990s returned to the 

body and, in particular, its corporeality. As Christine Ross observes in her essay 

reflecting on this time: 

 
The turn (or re-turn) to the body was quite specific in its preoccupation with 
fragmented, hysterical, vulnerable, grotesque, de-sublimated, and non-idealized 
bodies. This aesthetics rapidly took the shape of a polemic between two 
concepts—The abject and the informe (unformed or formless)…they came to 
designate an oppositional model of a referential (content oriented) versus a 
structural (form oriented) understanding of art.31 
 
 

Noting the apparent differences and similarities between the concept of the abject and 

informe (formless), key theorists have examined the meaning of these two terms.32  

The Whitney Museum of American Art hosted an exhibition in 1993 titled 

Abject Art: Repulsion and Desire in American Art, in which abject art was formally 

identified and brought to the fore discussions relating to the rising popularity of artists’ 

representations of the traumatised body. In contrast to the visually projected perfection 

                                                        
30 Helen Molesworth, “Cleaning up in the 1970s: The Work of Judy Chicago, Mary Kelly and Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles,” in Rewriting Conceptual Art, ed. Michael Newman and Jon Bird (UK: Reaktion 
Books, 1999). 
31 Christine Ross, “The Paradoxical Bodies of Contemporary Art,” in A Companion to Contemporary Art 
since 1945, ed. Amelia Jones (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 391. 
32 These discussions, titled “The Politics of the Signifier II: A Conversation on the ‘Informe’ and the 
Abject”, were tabled and published in the arts journal October. 
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of the consumerist body fashioned from makeup and makeovers, undignified bodies in 

non-idealised states were showcased in the Whitney Museum.  

In 1996, another exhibition was held at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, 

titled L’informe: Mode d’emploi (Formless: A User’s Guide), curated by Yve-Alain 

Bois and Rosalind Krauss. The publication produced to support the exhibition was 

primarily concerned with re-addressing both avant-garde and modernist art practice in 

terms of their form and content (which was considered a limiting binary reduction) to 

include a third element of appraisal, the informe.  

Georges Bataille, a French intellectual and literary figure, explored the concept 

of the informe in the 1920s. According to Arya, this concept is derived from his belief 

that “the human was defined by its origins in nature rather than by its aspirations in 

culture”33 and, from the beginnings of Western art, “the tendency to de-form”34 the 

human form was evident. Arya explains Bataille’s definition of base materialism that 

underpins his concept of the informe: 

 
Base materialism was an anti-aesthetic that focused on the active workings of 
base matter that disrupted the lofty principles of materiality in a modernist sense 
and focused on what is degraded and masked by social taboos. Bataille’s 
materialist body was radical and represented a rupture in prevailing dualistic 
thinking in which the body had been regulated to a subordinate position in 
relation to the mind.35  
 
 
The complexity behind the meaning of abjection is its noncompliance, being 

neither an object nor a subject, but displaying features of both. As Ayra clarifies, it is 

important to look beyond the immediate phenomenological response to abjection and to 

ask ourselves, “how abjection has affected society and culture…[how abjection can be 

used] as an explanation and rationalization for laws and codes that underpin social, legal 

                                                        
33 Arya, Abjection and Representation, 77. 
34 Ibid., 119. 
35 Ibid., 78. 
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and cultural orders”.36 In order to further elucidate Ayra’s comments, it is worth 

referencing Imogen Tyler’s persuasive argument that “abjection hurts”.37 In her essay 

“Against Abjection”, Tyler suggests that there are “social consequences of living as a 

body that is identified as maternal and abject … [and] that feminism might imagine 

ways of theorizing maternal subjectivity that vigorously contest the dehumanizing 

effects of abjection”.38 Tyler outlines Kristeva’s suggestion:  

 

that abjection can explain the structural and political acts of inclusion/exclusion 
which establish the foundations of social existence...that the abject has a double 
presence, it is both within ‘us’ and within ‘culture’ and it is through both 
individual and group rituals of exclusion that abjection is ‘acted out’.39 

 

Both the views of Tyler and Ayra are reflected in my recent experience of 

wanting to access an image of a woman’s lactating breast for reference in my painting. I 

Googled ‘lactating breast’ and was bewildered to witness the numerous pornographic 

sites that were listed in response. The sensations of disgust I experienced were not from 

witnessing images of breasts abundant with breast milk but the realisation that these 

images were also serving to satisfy predominately male sexual fantasies.40  

In an interview, artist and curator Helen Knowles also observed that through her 

research for maternal subject matter, she was confronted with pornography.41 Public 

Birth: Private View (2013) is an exhibition of YouTube portraits of homemade visual 

birth imagery presented by Knowles. In her large-scale, pixelated screenprints, Knowles 

                                                        
36 Ibid., x. 
37 Imogen Tyler, “Against Abjection,” Feminist Theory 10, no. 1 (2009): 90. 
38 Ibid., 78. 
39 Ibid., 79. 
40 My assumption that the viewership was predominantly male was based on the frequency of male-
generated commentary.  
41 GV Art, “Public Birth: Private View,” video, 13:02, posted on Vimeo, 30 September 2013, 
https://vimeo.com/75821045. 
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appropriates images of various women in the throes of what seems like a euphoric, 

transcendental state. According to the press release for the exhibition, Knowles: 

 
… attempts to unpick cultural attitudes to birth and probe the difficulty 
audiences may have with certain kinds of imagery … [to challenge] the 
separation between women as mothers and women as sexual entities … [she] 
explores the visual identity of women and their bodies within the liminal 
moments of birth, whilst also probing the role of social media in creating new 
visual languages.42 

 

Like Tyler and Knowles, I believe linking maternity with abjection is 

problematic and contributes to our culture’s attitudes towards maternal bodies which is 

also evidenced in particular cafés that have signs to reassure breastfeeding mothers that 

meeting the needs of their newborn infants is deemed acceptable, suggesting that the 

populist attitude is that it is not. The social taboo still associated with mothers breast-

feeding in public indicates the complexity of people’s attitudes to the female body, its 

function and its limits. For my purposes, abjection is a more useful term with which to 

consider the limits of the body through my practice. Additionally, Kristeva’s association 

of the female body with the abject correlates with my interest in the specifically female 

experience.  

The female body has been reimagined through diverse strategies and mediums in 

the work of various artists. I have selected three to discuss in my exegesis. The abject 

nature of their imagery is the relevant feature for my practice be it through Bourgeois’s 

three-dimensional sculptural folds, the defiled materials in Rama’s mixed media works, 

or Hatoum’s digital footage of her body’s interiors and grey hairs plucked for weaving.  

 

 

                                                        
42 GV Art, “Private View: Public Birth,” news release, 2013, http://www.gvart.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2012/03/GV-Art-Private-View-Public-Birth-Press-Release.pdf. 
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2.9 Louise Bourgeois  

As I have established in Chapter 1, Louise Bourgeois is recognised as a major figure of 

our times. Her work spans a long lifetime and is realised in many incarnations, 

techniques, and materials. The examples I include in this chapter are less vertically 

orientated than the works discussed in Chapter 1, and result in forms that are often both 

male and female in character, with indistinguishable folds and protrusions that are 

curiously sensual. Eminent art historian Linda Nochlin states: 

Bourgeois has transformed the whole notion of sculpture, including the issue of 
gendered representation of the body as central to the work. In addition the 
discourse on Bourgeois must confront two of the major “post-greatness” points 
of debate of our time: the role of biography in the interpretation of the artwork; 
and the new importance of the abject, the viscous, the formless or the 
polyform.43  

 

Bourgeois presents us with the transgressive body. Neither female nor male, whole or 

part, her metamorphosed bodies lack conformity. According to feminist writer Leslie 

Jones, Bourgeois’s work flies “in the face of patriarchal demands for sublimation”.44  

In Precious Liquids (1992, figure 47), the title suggests various bodily 

substances: blood, semen, urine, vomit, milk, sperm and tears. The curvilinear glass 

containers are conduits for imagined evaporating and liquefying substances. Bourgeois 

states:  

Here we are dealing with bodily function; when we are in a tense state, our 
muscles tighten; when they relax and the tension goes down, a liquid is released. 
Intense emotions become physically liquid—a precious liquid.45 

                                                        
43 Linda Nochlin, “‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ Thirty Years After,” in Women 
Artists at the Millennium, 24. 
44 Leslie C. Jones, “Transgressive Femininity: Art and Gender in the Sixties and Seventies,” in Abject Art: 
Repulsion and Desire in American Art, ed. Jack Ben-Levi, Leslie C. Jones, Craig Houser, and Simon 
Taylor (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1993), 46.                                
45 Bourgeois and Herkenhoff, Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days, 206. 
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Bourgeois is distancing herself from her graphic description by referring to “we” and 

“they”, but it is her physical reaction to an anxious experience that we witness.   

This alliance between the gut and the psyche is reinforced by Wilson in 

Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, where she states: “the gut … is 

one of the most important means by which the outside world connects with the body”.46 

Wilson further postulates that anxieties, fears, and frustrations have a direct effect on 

the gut, confirming “that … it [is] a particularly potent psychological organ”.47 

 

              

Figure 47 Louise Bourgeois Precious Liquids 1992 
 

                                                        
46 Wilson, Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, 43–44. 
47 Ibid., 43. 
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The abject nature of the suggestion of bodily fluids represented by the reflective 

glass spheres in Bourgeois’s installation is at once repulsive and beautiful to the viewer. 

Bourgeois describes the work in terms of pain. In an interview with Paulo Herkenhoff, 

she observes:  

 
The subject of pain is the business I am in. To give meaning and shape to 
frustration and suffering. What happens to my body has to be given a formal 
abstract shape. So, you might say, pain is the ransom of formalism. The 
existence of pain cannot be denied…The Cells [Precious Liquids] represent 
different types of pain: the physical, the emotional and psychological, and the 
mental and intellectual. Each Cell deals with fear. Fear is pain. Often it is not 
perceived as pain, because it is always disguising itself.48 
 
 

Bourgeois’s work is shaped by her inextricable linked body/mind relationship; a model 

that refutes separation, as suggested by both Grosz and Wilson. Lippard describes 

Bourgeois’s sculptures in a 1964 exhibition: 

 
The latex pieces, hanging, folding rising with a curious and sensual combination 
of limpness and stiffness, are the plaster pieces inside out. One has a slit into a 
viscous labial interior; another is a miniature landscape or viscerascape of 
shining flesh-colored undulations. Others are almost scatological: others hang 
like the memories of performances.49 
 
 
These works are at once appealing and repulsive, familiar and unfamiliar, 

similar to the body’s fleshy interiors. The opposing physical tension of loose and hard 

materials is evocative of both sexes’ genitalia. Other fine examples of her amorphous 

forms suggesting phallus, vagina, breasts, and testicles are evident in Le Regards (1966, 

figure 48), Avenza (1968–69, figure 49) and Janus Fleuri (1968, figure 50). In a 

monograph published in conjunction with a major exhibition in 1997, Bourgeois states, 

“We are all vulnerable in some way, and we are all male-female.”50 These soft 

                                                        
48 Bourgeois and Herkenhoff, Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days, 196. 
49 Lippard, “The Women Artists’ Movement—What Next?,” 241. 
50 Bourgeois and Herkenhoff, Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days, 124. 
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sculptural works refuse to be read as either male or female, dismantling another rigid 

dichotomous relationship in order to explore other possibilities of gender.  

 

                            

                       Figure 48 Louise Bourgeois Le Regard 1966 

 

                                   
 

     Figure 49 Louise Bourgeois Avenz 1968–69 
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Figure 50 Louise Bourgeois Janus Fleuri 1968 
 

Apter asks how a feminist methodology can be developed where sexual 

difference is accepted without the fatigued notions of stereotypes that are reduced to 

essentialist notions, and that instead “challenge the conventions that reduce gender in 

visual interpretation to subjectivist assignations of masculine and feminine”.51 

Bourgeois challenges gender stereotypes by establishing tension through fusing 

opposing entities such as male and female, passive and violent, nurturing and repellent 

symbols that serve to confuse defined boundaries.  

Bourgeois gives meaning and shape to somatic experiences. This is a trait 

evident in my current works where I apply multiple washes of flesh-tinted stains onto 

the surface of small, square, multiple canvases to initiate a visual, more subliminal 

conversation with the viewer (figures 51–52). 

 

                                                        
51 Apter, “Responding: A Referendum on Theory and Feminism,” 327. 
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Figure 51 Jo D’Hagé Deep Surface 2017                                  Figure 52 Jo D’Hagé Viscerous Connection 2017 

 

My emotions that are psychological in nature are internalised and become 

deeply rooted in my bodily experience, which, in turn, help shape my altering physical 

body. I intend to make visible through my painting process an interpretation of the 

multiple histories that living has afforded me through the experimentation of different 

textured paint consistencies and application methods (figures 53–54). 
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                                      Figure 53 Jo D’Hagé Beyond Limit 2017 
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                                                                  Figure 54 Jo D’Hagé Broken Water 2017                                           
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2.10 Carol Rama 

During a stay in Paris in July 2015, I visited the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de 

Paris (MAMVP). An exhibition of paintings, watercolours, sculptures, and mixed-media 

works filled the second floor of the museum. Exhibiting was Italian-born Carol Rama, 

an artist I was instantly drawn to but at the same time repelled by. Like Bourgeois, her 

practice developed in her private space for many formative years unperturbed by 

recognition or public attention. It wasn’t until the age of eighty-five that in 2003 at the 

Venice Biennale that she was awarded the Golden Lion prize in recognition of her 

career.  

Rama did not pursue formal art training but during the height of Italian fascism 

during the 1930s frequently visited the studio of Felice Casorati, who, according to 

Guido Curto, was “the best known and most influential ‘master’ in the city, whose 

studio … was … a sort of private academy”.52 Her first exhibition in Turin was 

condemned for its vulgarity and closed down in 1945.  

Rama did not align herself with feminist groups in Italy during the 1960s; she 

worked in solitude and was considered a non-conformist, distancing herself from the 

Italian arts scene. Rama is an artist whose expressive and passionate temperament defies 

boundaries set by cultural norms. The outright brazenness in her depiction of a highly 

charged sexual female body is both shocking and compelling, particularly when viewed 

in the context of the Italian arts scene that, according to author, philosopher and activist 

in queer theory Beatriz Preciado, was “totally saturated by the male figures of the Arte 

Provera movement”.53 In the late 1960s, Rama’s work would have been difficult to 

                                                        
52 “Carol Rama: Artist, Not Personage,” in Carol Rama, ed. Guido Curto and Giorgio Verzotti (Newcastle 
upon Tyne, UK: Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, 2004), 36. 
53 Beatriz Preciado, “The Phantom Limb: Carol Rama and the History of Art,” in The Passion According 
to Carol Rama, ed. Museu d’Art Contemporani (Barcelona, Spain: Museu d’Art Contemporani, 2015), 
18. 
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fathom.  

The golden braid that Rama wore upon her head like a crown has aroused 

commentary from both acquaintances and theorists alike. Judith Kirshner suggests that 

it was a sign of the artist’s madness, contributing to her talismanic persona.54 Witches, a 

cultural type assigned to many women throughout history who have transgressed social 

norms and live on society’s periphery, are stigmatised, and Kirshner’s comments 

contribute to Rama’s historicisation as an eccentric or an anomaly. 

The body is directly implicated through Rama’s manipulation of visceral mixed 

mediums and the explicitness of her depiction of sexual organs, both male and female. 

More abstract in composition are her large-scale frames stretched over with brown, 

pink, and black rubber sourced from bicycle inner tubes, complete with protruding 

metal valves, inscriptions of brands, measurements, and worn patches. Organismi 

Ancora ben Definiti ma Vulnerabili (1970, figure 55) and Il Chiodo di Corrado (1992, 

figure 56) exemplify Rama’s provocative use of materials. 

                                    

                                                        
54 Kirshner, “Carol Rama: A Memorable Exception,” 48. 
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         Figure 55 Carol Rama Organismi Ancora ben Definiti e Vulnerabili 1970  

 

                                   

 Figure 56 Carol Rama Il Chiodo di Corrado 1992 

 
Their formal strength of large-scale, colour, and composition, coupled with the 

fetishised nature of rubber that stretches like taught skin punctuated with erect metallic 

valves, propagates a quiet eroticism. According to Anne Dressen, “the material’s 

physical properties are one with the psychic conditions of its perception”.55 Preciado 

outlines in her essay “The Phantom Limb: Carol Rama and the History of Art” that 

Rama’s use of industrial waste materials and found objects in the form of “bicycle tyres, 

but also prosthetic feet and legs, taxidermy eyes, eyelashes, hair, skin, fingernails and 

teeth, electrical fuses and batteries, medical appliances, enemas, syringes”56 draws close 

                                                        
55 Anne Dressen, “Foreign Bodies,” in The Passion According to Carol Rama, 43; Preciado, “The 
Phantom Limb.” 
56 Preciado, “The Phantom Limb,” 19. 



 

 96 

parallels with the Arte Povera movement. She states: 

  

Carol Rama understood that not only inorganic materials (absorbed by the 
alienating process of industrial production) should be recuperated by the artist 
through a new utopian encounter with matter, but also that the body itself (its 
organs and fluids, which are the objects of biopolitical management and social 
control) should also be recuperated and subjected to material intervention.57 

 

Preciado’s observations are well illustrated in Rama’s watercolour titled Appassionata 

(1940, figure 57). The impermanence of the female body suggested by the soft, 

transparent, flesh tones contrasts vividly with the dominant threat of imminent 

intervention by mechanical apparatuses.  

 

 

Figure 57 Carol Rama Appassionata 1940  

 

                                                        
57 Ibid. 
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Like Bourgeois, Rama’s familial surroundings influenced her visual repertoire. 

Rama’s emotional landscape was shaped by the demise of her once prosperous and 

happy family circumstances. After her father’s bankruptcy resulted in his suicide, her 

mother suffered severe mental illness. Visiting her father’s bicycle factory before his 

death exposed Rama to the vast range of inner tube tyres that she later sourced for her 

art materials. After his death, Rama frequently visited her mother in a psychiatric 

hospital, and later she would recall memories of restrained patients “always with their 

mouths open and the tongues hanging out in alienation”.58  

Preciado argues that it is all too easy for critical analysis to be fixated on Rama’s 

psychobiography. As Griselda Pollock comments in relation to Louise Bourgeois: “The 

problem with psychobiography which has in recent years progressively afflicted the 

slightly enlarging field of Louise Bourgeois studies is that it is both bad art history and 

bad psychoanalysis.”59 Pollock’s opinion is worthy of consideration in light of the 

problems with crude psychobiography. 

Comments such as Kirshner’s suggestion that the golden braid Rama placed on 

her head was a sign of the artist’s madness appeals to a populist view that associates 

individualism and even genius with the insane. The traumatic biographies of both 

Bourgeois and Rama provide easy sites for art critics and theorists to offer their own 

psychological accounts, resulting in generalised, clichéd hypotheses. 

Preciado believes that the theoretical analysis of Rama’s art practice cannot be 

framed by the masculine-phallic/feminine-maternal duality that dominated writings of 

the 1980s and 1990s. Like Grosz, who is reshaping possible historical and theoretical 

models of methodology, Preciado proposes that it would be more constructive to 

                                                        
58 Dressen, “Foreign Bodies,” 49. 
59 Griselda Pollock, “Old Bones and Cocktail Dresses: Louise Bourgeois and the Question of Age,” 
Oxford Art Journal 22, no. 2 (1999): 88. 
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“produce a somatopolitical epistemology that calls into question the way in which the 

sexual difference of man/woman is capable of defining the symbolic and political order 

leaving all other differences (of class, racial, sexual or functional diversity or of age) in 

the background”.60 Preciado expands on this concept of the somatopolitical by referring 

to both Bourgeois and Rama’s work, acknowledging:  

 
… neither [artist] expresses nor represents the body, but rather manages to make 
it visible as a ‘somatheque’: a biopolitical apparatus … [allowing] an 
understanding of the body as a living political archive: a biohistorical tapestry 
traversed by flows (blood, semen, mild, but also glucose, petroleum text, power, 
image, desire, electricity…) … Carol Rama shows how the somatheque, as 
opposed to the body regulated by modernity’s forms of hypostasis, is an open 
system, a process, a practice, a social and political technique connected to other 
animal or human systems—living or dead, organic or machine.61 

 
 

                

                                                        
60 Preciado, “The Phantom Limb,” 24–25. 
61 Ibid., 27. 
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           Figure 58 Carol Rama Appassionata 1940  

 

In Appassionata (1940, figure 58), the naked figure is limbless and propped 

upright in a chair with multiple overlapping wheels decking the sides, masquerading as 

false limbs. The spokes radiating from the centre of the wheels imitate the fine branches 

in the wild floral crown donning the head. In Preciado’s insightful interpretation of this 

delicate watercolour, she writes:  

 
The wheels and the footrest have become prosthetic organs and limbs. In the 
centre of the image and against the faint colour of the body, the chromatic 
vivacity of the head-garden, erect tongue and vulva stand out—they are 
represented as external organs and not as orifices in normative biopolitics, the 
body should be dead, but here it is alive. It should be asexual, but here it is 
desiring.62 
 

 
In Bricolage (1963–65, figures 59–60), mixed media has been manipulated and 

placed centrally on the support, leaving the surrounds blank, which emphasises the 

textural detail in each work. Fine black wire curling to imitate pubic hair, bloodstains, 

drips of viscous substances, punctures, welts, and scratches all elicit intimate traces of 

life.  

                                                        
62 Ibid., 29. 
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         Figure 59 Carol Rama Bricolage 1963 

 

       

Figure 60 Carol Rama Bricolage 1967 
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Figure 61 Carol Rama La Mucca Pazza 1997 

 

The abbreviated representation of multiple breasts shapes in La Mucca Pazza 

(1997, figure 61) is enriched by the stains bruising the fabric that are collaged onto a 

used tarpaulin (mail sacking) support. The abject nature of Rama’s work is explored 

through her figurative watercolours, mixed media ‘bricolages’, and installations.  

As Dressen observes in her essay “Foreign Bodies”, “In seventy years of art making, 

Rama has transitioned with disconcerting ease and palpable pleasure from the 

representation of the body and its organic matter to the matter-rich presentation of fluids 
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or corporeal textures.”63 The matter-rich presentation of corporeal textures evident 

through the physical sticky substances in Rama’s Bricolages is also evident in the work 

of Mona Hatoum, but she employs a viscous realism through the digital imaging of her 

inner gut. 

 

2.11 Mona Hatoum 

On my same trip to Paris, I was fortunate enough to see the works of Mona Hatoum at 

the Centre Pompidou. Born in Beirut, Lebanon, Hatoum generates a language of the 

female body that is devoid of fatigued notions and stereotypes through using her body 

as surveyed and surveyor in video recordings as well as using traditional women’s skills 

to weave less traditional materials. At the Pompidou, a whole gallery space was 

dedicated to her multi-disciplinary practice, ranging from life-sized metal graters to 

visible strands of human hair suspended from the ceiling of the gallery. When walking 

into one room, I felt the singular long hairs trail lightly over my face before I actually 

saw them. 

 
 In Jardine Public (1993, figure 62), Hatoum embroidered her cropped curly 

black pubic hairs into a dense triangular shape on the seat of a wrought iron chair. 

Besides the initial humour generated by its surrealist gesture, the empty chair charged 

the space it occupied with an invitation for the audience to sit. Tamar Garb, author of 

“Hairlines”, says: 

By using recycled waste material from her own body, Hatoum invites those who 
sit on “her” chair … to be potentially in touch with a desublimated self … Hair, 
that residual human substance, is inserted into an alien context in order to 
register the subjectivity and sexuality of its maker or user. Loaded with 
references to customs and culture, sexuality and gender, hair as a signifier 
disturbs the stylizations and rhetorical devices of art by registering the obdurate 
physicality of the body.64 

                                                        
63 Dressen, “Foreign Bodies,” 35. 
64 Garb, “Hairlines,” 263. 

https://www.magasin3.com/en/artwork/jardin-public-2/attachment/object-767-img-2/
https://www.magasin3.com/en/artwork/jardin-public-2/attachment/object-767-img-2/
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The confronting invitation to sit on her chair functions on a subliminal level with the 

viewer. In the imagined event of the viewer accepting her invitation, contact would be 

made between her sex (triangle of pubic hairs woven in the chair’s seat) and the 

viewer’s seat, arousing uneasy and embarrassing emotions.  

 

                                   

                                           Figure 62 Mona Hatoum Jardine Public 1993 

  

Hatoum’s Keffieh (1993−99, figure 63) is a skilfully appropriated black-and-

white Arab headscarf laid out flat on a wooden surface, revealing the traditional pattern. 

On closer observation, it becomes apparent that woven through the design are lengths of 

hair that are exposed on the edges in the form of a loose fringe. The unruly nature of 

hair is revealed through irregular wisps that escape the uniform linear pattern of the 

embroidery. When observing the scarf, I felt a subtle yet unnerving response. As Garb 

explains: 
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Made to decorate a traditionally male headscarf, the embroidered hair brings the 
external signifier of female sexuality, usually covered in Arab society, into 
bodily contact with the potential male wearer of the scarf. The keffieh with its 
strong political connotations, standing for a resistant Arab and Palestinian 
masculinity, is here feminized through the appropriation of the decorative line 
by the traces of a woman’s body.65 
 
 

                          
                                         

                                            Figure 63 Mona Hatoum Keffieh 1993−99 

                            
In Untitled (Grey Hair Grid with Knots 3) (2002, figure 64) and Recollection 

(1995, figure 66), Hatoum pulls strands of coarse grey hair from her head to use as warp 

and weft threads displayed on different supports.  

 

                                                        
65 Ibid., 256. 
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           Figure 64 Mona Hatoum Untitled (Grey Hair Grid with Knots 3) 2002 
 
 

                                            

                     Figure 65 Mona Hatoum Recollection 1995  

On completion, the artist fixes the woven structures with hairspray. The shiny, silvery 

hair resembles a fibre that is being crafted into a precious keepsake. Grey hair is 

culturally frowned upon, a sign of degeneration, and often disguised with colour to 

avoid the stigma of old age. Having to handle the delicate strands of hair with care and 
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undivided attention, Hatoum engages with the traditional female craft of weaving and 

uses grey hair not as worthless symbols but ones imbued with reverence. Garb 

acknowledges that “… it is the feminine labor of hairdressing, weaving, knitting, and 

knotting that is so poignantly represented in the handmade, hand-sized hair squares”.66  

My fascination with hair as both sensual and abject is further explored in a series 

of matted-hair forms pulled from my hairbrush and preserved by pressing them between 

felt blankets in a book press. Similar to Hatoum’s Untitled (Grey Hair Grid with Knots 

3), my installation titled Routine Matter (2017, figures 66–67) addresses the ritual and 

reverence that has been bestowed onto discarded bodily material.  

 

                           

Figure 66 Jo D’Hagé Routine Matter 2017                                     Figure 67 Jo D’Hagé Routine Matter (detail) 2017 

 

In the video installation Corps Étranger (1994, figure 68), Hatoum engages her 

body through interventions familiar to medical procedures (endoscopy/colposcopy, and 

echography) where cameras and microphones respectively are passed through and 

around the body to retrieve sights and sounds familiar yet alien. 

                                                        
66 Ibid., 266. 
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Looking down at the ground where the projection graphically depicts gaping 

protrusions and fleshy vortexes pulsing to the artist’s heartbeat or breath was a 

memorable experience for me. Intimate manifestations of her body are experienced in 

both her fragile hair sculptures and Corps Étranger, each realised through different 

aesthetics and materiality but each equally engaging.  

 

                                     

                          Figure 68 Mona Hatoum Corps Étranger 1994      

 

In another work, which uses the same title as the notorious pornographic movie 

of the 1970s, Deep Throat (1996, figure 69), Hatoum assembles a dining setting for one. 

A monitor is centred in the base of the plate, exposing moving images from Corps 

Étranger. The plate, usually associated with an offering of food that is chewed and 

swallowed—an automatic function of the body and one that is not given due attention—

becomes the food for thought. In a quirky turn of events, Hatoum serves up images of 

fleshy crevices and pulsating bulges for the viewer to mentally digest. Once again, the 

reference to the gut is made in relation to the orifices. Hatoum’s poignant installation 

explores the abject—what is in, out, and through her body. 
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Figure 69 Mona Hatoum Deep Throat 1996  

     

Interest in the body’s internal functioning is further explored by Wilson who 

considers the digestive system (in particular, the gut) as being, “attuned to the outside 

world, it is a vital organ in the maintenance of relations to others”.67 The 

interrelatedness between our lived experiences in the outside world and our internal 

physical biology is a growing interest among artists. 

When observing the many close-up tunnels and viscous forms expanding and 

shrinking in the Corpse Étranger video, I become aware of the correlation between the 

structures I am crocheting and the body’s interior and exterior scape. But what inspires 

me more is the scope for exploring the less-defined boundaries somewhere between the 

solid and liquid. Mary Douglas, in her 1966 book Purity and Danger, references Jean-

Paul Sartre’s essay on stickiness.68 Douglas ignites wonderment in the reader through 

her elucidations of the viscous nature of stickiness. It is obvious that she herself was 

                                                        
67 Wilson, Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, 45. 
68 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966), 38. 
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struck by “the marvellous reflections to which Sartre is provoked by the idea of 

stickiness as an aberrant fluid or a melting solid”.69  

 

2.12 Humanising Abjection: Metaphors for the Female Body (2017) 

My exhibition titled Humanising Abjection: Metaphors for the Female Body (2017) 

continues my search for a female sensibility shaped by the revelations offered by the 

various scholars in both Chapters 1 and 2. During the several years I have spent 

pursuing my doctorate in a part-time capacity, my studio practice has changed 

considerably. One of the biggest challenges for me in my current painting practice has 

been to let go of the preconception of expected outcomes.  

In Humanising Abjection, each image has ‘revealed’ itself through a process of 

elucidation based on a more intuitive engagement with materials and methods of 

working. This is in contrast to my earlier paintings where the staging of still life objects 

predetermines the content of the image. My recent painting practice requires risk-taking 

and is at times similar to the non-compliant female body that knows no boundaries and 

is at risk of total destruction.  

As a painter, I handle the material of the craft as matter of fact but the true 

nature of paint and its associated mediums are volatile. It runs, coagulates, drifts with 

gravity, cracks, and wrinkles. If left in a container to evaporate, the gum residues 

become sticky and resistant to flow. These physical characteristics are innate in the 

paint’s materiality and are inspirational when considering the representation of the 

abject body (figures 70–72).  

 

                                                        
69 Ibid. 
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                                              Figure 70 Jo D’Hagé Verge 2017 

 

                            

                Figure 71 Jo D’Hagé Wombed 2017 
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               Figure 72 Jo D’Hagé Soft Cavity 2017 

 

In contrast to my earlier paintings, for my most recent works, I have prepared 

large amounts of wash in various colours that are reminiscent of both the interior and 

exterior body. The initial action of pouring the liquid paint onto a flat canvas is 

spontaneous; then, guided by my recollection of bodily experience, I fuse, separate, 

drag, smear and flood the paint’s surface, as seen in Fluidic Merge (2017, figure 73) 

and Alterity (2017, figure 74). Visual metaphors for the body are revealed as the paint 

rests flat and dries; uneven surfaces cause sections of paint to drain into deposits of 

clotted pigment while, elsewhere, the medium separates from the pigment, leaving a 

transparent sticky film. The evocative nature of this visceral language generates within 

me a more intuitive painting practice that I extend further at the easel. Various brush 

movements and pressures similar to the motion of massage then manipulate the paint. In 

Jouissance (2017, figure 75) and Living Narratives (2017, figure 76), my aim is that the 

sensuality of the act of painting is conveyed in the subject I am representing.  
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                                        Figure 73 Jo D’Hagé Fluidic Merge 2017 
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                                                Figure 74 Jo D’Hagé Alterity 2017 
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                                 Figure 75 Jo D’Hagé Jouissance 2017 

 

               

                                      Figure 76 Jo D’Hagé Living Narratives 2017 
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2.13 Degrees of Difference  

My experience of having breasts is explored in an installation titled Degrees of 

Difference (2017, figures 77–78). In this work, multiple cast wax domes, each varying 

in volume and shape, are symbolic of the various stages of maturation. Iris Young, 

author of “Breasted Experience: The Look and the Feeling”, states 

 
Breasts are a scandal because they shatter the border between motherhood and 
sexuality. Nipples are taboo because they are quite literally, physically, 
functionally undecidable in the split between motherhood and sexuality. One of 
the most subversive things feminism can do is affirm this undecidability of 
motherhood and sexuality.70  

 
 

Young’s inference that breasts and nipples can be autonomous “zones of 

sensitivity and eroticism”71 collapses the phallocentric, fetishised notion of the perfect 

breast, and is a sentiment that I too was interested in conveying in Degrees of 

Difference. From the onset of puberty through to lactation and beyond, the dynamic 

(and often painful) nature of my fluctuating breasts continue to be much like a beacon 

that illuminates a much larger relationship existing between my conscious and physical 

spheres.  

This inter-relation between the mind and the body is also shared by 

Grosz and Wilson, who both have raised interesting notions regarding the relationship 

between the psychological and biological domains that have served to reinvent and 

reinvigorate feminist dialogue in relation to the body.  

                                                        
70 Iris Marion Young, Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1990), 199. 
71 Ibid., 196. 
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  Figure 77 Jo D’Hagé Degrees of Difference 2017                         Figure 78 Jo D’Hagé Degrees of Difference 2017 

 

2.14 Conclusion 

As a female artist invested in identifying a language of the female body through images 

shaped by daily lived experience and biographical memoir, I embrace the research of 

Bryson, Grosz, and Wilson, who offer new insights into old doctrines. Bryson’s neural 

model of subjectivity complements both Wilson’s and Grosz’s reference to the psyche 

in their analysis of embodiment.72 Wilson states that “the nervous system extends well 

beyond the skull, and as it so travels through the body it takes the psyche with it”.73 

Grosz asserts that “Alterity is the very possibility and process of embodiment”, noting 

that “alterity…[assumes that] the heart of the psyche lies in the body; [and] the body’s 

principles of functioning are psychological and cultural”.74 Their acknowledgement of 

the psyche as being inextricable in the process of embodiment gives it a tangible 

orientation. 

As seen in my earlier work described in Chapter 1, my current practice further 

                                                        
72 Bryson, “Introduction: The Neural Interface,” 11–19. 
73 Wilson, Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body, 47. 
74 Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 209. 
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teases out my experience of the maternal body. The theoretical analysis of the abject 

offers a dynamic framework for me to orientate my position. Kristeva’s theory of 

abjection subverts the maternal body through the use of provocative figurative language 

that, on the one hand, reinvigorates my visual interpretation of the maternal experience 

but, on the other, disempowers what I consider fundamental in having lived a maternal 

body. My experience of pregnancy and giving birth is one of the most empowering and 

euphoric experiences I have had and it was undoubtedly enhanced through my practice 

of mindfulness. I would concur with Tyler’s suggestion “that feminism might imagine 

ways of theorizing maternal subjectivity that vigorously contest the dehumanising 

effects of abjection”.75 

Refiguring interpretations of embodiment contributes to my understanding of 

self and relation to others. The unproductive and limiting discourse centred on binary 

opposites of mind/body, man/woman, culture/biology, and rational/emotional is 

currently being dismantled and reconfigured by various theorists and practitioners. As 

Grosz so imaginatively proposes in her metaphor of the Möbius strip, the notion of 

subordination is transformed by the inverted three-dimensional figure eight.76 I believe 

this model provides insightful potential through which to illuminate the complex nature 

of the lived female body.

                                                        
75 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 78. 
76 Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, xii. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

Humanising the Abject: Metaphors for the Female Body (2017) is an exhibition 

that contributes to the feminist critique of female representation. I have developed a 

body of work in response to my lived bodily experiences and through doing so have 

acknowledged my sense of self from the perspective of artist, woman, and mother. I 

believe this work is of social significance as it offers an alternate way to represent 

female experience that challenges the separation between women as mothers and women 

as sexual beings within contemporary art (figures 79–82).  

In Chapter 1, I started my exploration of the female self in other artists’ work 

with Chicago’s pivotal feminist work, The Dinner Party (1973–79) and concluded my 

research in Chapter 2 with Hatoum’s Corps Etranger (1996) video installation. In both 

of these works, the viewer is invited to participate at a table setting, and the experience 

dished up by each artist is very different yet fundamentally similar. Chicago’s highly 

graphic figurations of encrusted female genitalia were and still are considered highly 

provocative. The fact that Chicago discloses the personal in the public sphere disrupted 

what mainstream culture considered acceptable. Her interpretation of the female sex 

accentuated the external physiognomy; a “visual symbology” that Broude and Garrard 

argue “should not be seen simplistically … but rather as the framework for an imagery 

that would reverse the loathing and devaluation of female anatomy in patriarchal 

culture”.1 This work generated feminist dialogue and debate that is considered 

paramount to our current understanding of female iconography. Approximately twenty 

years later, within a placed setting of fork and knife, Hatoum invites the viewer to 

                                                        
1 Broude and Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth Century,” 23–24. 
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journey within her gut via video footage that cleverly fills the plate’s surface. Reflecting 

current trends on analysing the female body from the inside out, Hatoum draws close 

affinities between the physical and psychical inscriptions. Both artists conceive the 

female body as a positivity and each unashamedly sees their own body through their 

own gaze. Similarly, I have conceived my body as a positivity by focusing not on a 

constructed ideal, but on the lived experience of my body.  

The format of the gallery served my work well in providing diverse places 

ranging from open, light-filled expanses to more private, secluded spaces rendered 

intimate through soft lighting. Exhibiting my work out of the confined, private space of 

my studio in the public sphere, charged the gallery with a distinctive voice that I clearly 

recognized as my own. The paintings and small sculptures worked in accord even 

though their mediums were particular, be it fluid paint washes, human hair, waxed 

cotton thread or encaustic wax. Each offered a nuanced version of the other. I believe 

the exhibition was successful beyond its aesthetic appeal for representing the female 

body as unburdened by perceptions of disgust and shame. 

How to re-imagine the female body has been at the fore of all the artists’ work I 

have discussed in this exegesis. By breaking social taboos in their work, each artist has 

illuminated various rifts that exist between culture and the representation of the body. I 

believe it is as important in 2017 as it has been in the past to continue the conversations 

initiated by the second wave of feminists about the representation of the female body.  

The conversations need to continue to offer new insights into entrenched 

attitudes within a culture that is still uncomfortable with issues relating to the female 

body and topics considered either too personal or irrelevant to a society at large.  
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Binary opposition, a key concept in structuralism that reinforced static dualities of body 

and culture, is giving way to a more restorative balance. Among other theories, this is 

evidenced in Grosz’s model of the three-dimensional Möbius strip that conjures fluidity; 

a move towards reintegration and reconciliation of perceived opposites. Grosz states: 

 

We are now well along the path of the inversion of the Mobius strip, at that point  
of twisting or self-transformation in which the inside flips over to become the 
outside, or the outside turns on itself to become the inside.2 
 
 

Grosz alludes to a continuous crossing over between boundaries, disrupting many 

hierarchical orders including self and other. It is the otherness within us that is contained 

and oppressed by culture’s expectation of normalcy. This ‘otherness’ that I see in myself 

recognises the seductiveness and sensual pleasure of aspects of the abject —the 

jouissance of being-human. 

 

                   

Figure 79 Installation view of Humanising the Abject, showing Jo D’Hagé 
Rejuvenation and Material Language both 2017 

                                                        
2 Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 160. 
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     Figure 80 Installation view of Humanising the Abject, showing Jo D’Hagé Permeation 2017 

 

 

Figure 81 Installation view of Humanising the Abject, showing Jo D’Hagé Degrees of Difference 2017 
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                                           Figure 82 Jo D’Hagé Origin 2017 

  

Bibliography  



 

 123 

Apter, Emily. “Responding: A Referendum on Theory and Feminism.” In Women Artists 
at the Millennium, edited by Carol Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher, 327–34. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 

Arya, Rina. Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of Abjection in the Visual 
Arts, Film and Literature. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 

Bakewell, Liza. “Frida Kahlo: A Contemporary Feminist Reading.” Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women Studies 13, no. 3 (1993): 165–89. 

Bal, Mieke. “Narrative Inside Out: Louise Bourgeois’ Spider as Theoretical Object.” 
Oxford Art Journal 22, no. 2 (1999): 103–126. 

Billings, Andrew J., Larry R. Churchill, and Richard Payne. “Severe Brain Injury and 
the Subjective Life.” The Hastings Center Report 40, no. 3 (2010): 17–21. 

Blanc, Charles. Art in Ornament and Dress. London: Chapman and Hall, 1877. 
Bourgeois, Louise. “Statements from Conversations with Robert Storr (Extracts) 1980s-

90s.” In Louise Bourgeois, edited by Robert Storr, Paulo Herkenhoff, and Allan 
Schwartzman, 138–42. New York: Phaidon Press Inc., 2003. 

Bourgeois, Louise, and Paulo Herkenhoff. Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days. 
Milan: Fondazione Prada, 1997. 

Bourgeois, Louise, Charlotta Kotik, Terrie Sultan, Christian Leigh, and Brooklyn 
Museum. Louise Bourgeois: The Locus of Memory, Works 1982-1993. New 
York: H.N. Abrams, 1994. 

Brizendine, Louann. The Female Brain. London: Bantam Press, 2007. 
Broude, Norma, and Mary Garrard. “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth 

Century.” In The Power of Feminist Art: Emergence, Impact and Triumph of the 
American Feminist Art Movement, edited by Norma Broude and Mary Garrard. 
London: Thames and Hudson, 1994. 

Bryson, Norman. “Introduction: The Neural Interface.” In Blow-Up: Photography, 
Cinema and the Brain, edited by Warren Neidich, 11–19. New York: 
D.A.P./Distributed Art, 2003. 

Chicago, Judy. The Dinner Party: A Symbol of Our Heritage. New York: Anchor 
Books, 1979. 

Connolly, Maureen. “Iris Young, Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist 
Philosophy and Social Theory: Response and Commentary.” Human Studies 17, 
no. 4 (1994–1995): 463–69. 

Curto, Guido. “Carol Rama: Artist, Not Personage.” In Carol Rama, edited by Guido 
Curto and Giorgio Verzotti, 35–39. Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Baltic Centre for 
Contemporary Art, 2004. 

Damon, Betsy. “Report from the West Coast Conference of Woman Artists.” Women 
and Art (Summer/Fall 1972): 5. 

Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966. 

Dressen, Anne. “Foreign Bodies.” Translated by Rebecca Close. In The Passion 
According to Carol Rama, edited by Museu d'Art Contemporani. Barcelona, 
Spain: Museu d'Art Contemporani, 2015. 

Fuss, Diana. Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference. New York: 
Routledge, 1989. 

Garb, Tamar. “Hairlines.” In Women Artists at the Millennium, edited by Carol 
Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher, 254–74. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 

Garrard, Mary D. “Feminist Art and the Essentialism Controversy.” The Centennial 
Review 39, no. 3 (1995): 468–92. 



 

 124 

Greenberg, Clement. “Modernist Painting.” In The New Art: A Critical Anthology, 
edited by Gregory Battcock. New York: Dutton, 1966. 

Gross, Elizabeth. “The Body of Signification.” In Abjection, Melancholia and Love, 
edited by John Fletcher and Andrew Benjamin, 80–103. London and New York: 
Routledge, 1990. 

Grosz, E. A. Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. St. Leonards, NSW: Allen 
& Unwin, 1994. 

GV Art. “Private View:  Public Birth.” News release, 2013. http://www.gvart.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2012/03/GV-Art-Private-View-Public-Birth-Press-Release.pdf. 

———. “Public Birth: Private View.” Video, 13:02. Posted on Vimeo, 30 September 
2013. https://vimeo.com/75821045. 

Jones, Amelia, and Laura Cottingham, eds. Sexual Politics: Judy Chicago's Dinner 
Party in Feminist Art History. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996. 

Jones, Leisha. “Women and Abjection: Margins of Difference, Bodies of Art.” Visual 
Culture & Gender 2 (2007): 9. 

Jones, Leslie C. “Transgressive Femininity: Art and Gender in the Sixties and 
Seventies.” In Abject Art: Repulsion and Desire in American Art, edited by Jack 
Ben-Levi, Leslie C. Jones, Craig Houser, and Simon Taylor, 33–57. New York: 
Whitney Museum of American Art, 1993. 

Kelly, Mary. Mary Kelly: Post-Partum Document. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1983. 

Kirker, Anne. “Gaea Dreaming.” Eyeline: Contemporary Visual Arts 72 (2009): 92–93. 
Kirshner, Judith Russi. “Carol Rama: A Memorable Exception.” In Carol Rama, edited 

by Guido Curto and Giorgio Verzotti, 45–48. Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Baltic 
Centre for Contemporary Art, 2004. 

Krauss, Rosalind. “'Informe' without Conclusion.” October 78 (Autumn 1996): 89–105. 
Kristeva, Julia. “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Translated by Leon Roudiez, 

New York: Columbia University Press, 1982. 
LeVine, Sarah Ethel, Clara Sunderland Correa, and F. Medardo Tapia Uribe. “The 

Marital Morality of Mexican Women: An Urban Study.” Journal of 
Anthropological Research 42, no. 2 (1986): 183–202. 

Lippard, Lucy R. “Judy Chicago, Talking to Lucy R. Lippard.” In From the Center, 
edited by Lucy R. Lippard, 214–30. New York: E. P. Dutton, 1976. 

———. The Pink Glass Swan: Selected Essays on Feminist Art. New York: New Press, 
1995. 

———. “The Women Artists’ Movement—What Next?”. In From the Center: Feminist 
Essays on Women’s Art, edited by Lucy R. Lippard, 139–54. New York: E. P. 
Dutton, 1976. 

Martin, Paul. Popular Culture and the Everyday Self. London: Leicester University 
Press, 1999. 

Martin-Chew, Louise. Crafting Memory: Jo D’Hagé. Brisbane: Redland Art Gallery, 
2013. 

Molesworth, Helen. “Cleaning up in the 1970s: The Work of Judy Chicago, Mary Kelly 
and Mierle Laderman Ukeles.” In Rewriting Conceptual Art, edited by Michael 
Newman and Jon Bird, 107–22. London: Reaktion Books, 1999. 

Nemser, Cindy. “The Women Artists’ Movement.” Art Education 28, no. 7 (1975): 18–
22. 

Nixon, Mignon. Fantastic Reality: Louise Bourgeois and a Story of Modern Art. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005. 

http://www.gvart.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/GV-Art-Private-View-Public-Birth-Press-Release.pdf
http://www.gvart.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/GV-Art-Private-View-Public-Birth-Press-Release.pdf


 

 125 

———. The She-Fox: Transference and the ‘Woman Artist’.” In Women Artists at the 
Millennium, edited by Carol Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher, 283–93. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 

Nochlin, Linda. “‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ Thirty Years 
After.” In Women Artists at the Millennium, edited by Carol Armstrong and 
Catherine de Zegher, 21–31. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 

Parker, Rozsika, and Griselda Pollock. Framing Feminism: Art and the Women's 
Movement 1970-1985. London: Pandora Press, 1987. 

———. Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1981. 

Paz, Octavio. The Labyrinth of Solitude. New York: Grove Press, 1961. 
Pergament, Deborah. “It’s Not Just Hair: Historical and Cultural Considerations for an 

Emerging Technology.” Chicago-Kent Law Review 75, no. 1 (1999): 41–59. 
Phelan, Peggy. “Survey.” In Art and Feminism, edited by Helena Reckitt and Peggy 

Phelan. London: Phaidon Press Limited, 2001. 
Pollock, Griselda. “Inscriptions in the Feminine.” In Inside the Visible: An Elliptical 

Traverse of 20th Century Art; in, of, and from the Feminine, edited by Catherine 
M. de Zegher, 67–87. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996. 

———. “Old Bones and Cocktail Dresses: Louise Bourgeois and the Question of Age.” 
Oxford Art Journal 22, no. 2 (1999): 73–100. 

———. Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art. London: 
Routledge, 1988. 

Preciado, Beatriz. “The Phantom Limb: Carol Rama and the History of Art.” In The 
Passion According to Carol Rama, edited by Museu d'Art Contemporani. 
Barcelona, Spain: Museu d'Art Contemporani, 2015. 

Raven, Arlene. Crossing Over: Feminism and Art of Social Concern. Ann Arbor, 
Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1988. 

Rich, Adrienne. “Notes toward a Politics of Location.” In Blood, Bread, and Poetry:  
Selected Prose 1979-1985. edited by Adrienne Rich, 210–31. New York: 
Penguin, 1986. 

———. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. London: Virago 
Limited, 1977. 

Rifelj, Carol de Dobay. Coiffures: Hair in Nineteenth-Century French Literature and 
Culture. Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 2010. 

Rosenbach, Ulricke. “Untitled Statement (1975).” In Theories and Documents of 
Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, edited by Kristine Stiles 
and Peter Selz. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996. 

Ross, Christine. “The Paradoxical Bodies of Contemporary Art.” In A Companion to 
Contemporary Art since 1945, edited by Amelia Jones, 378–400. Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2006. 

Rummel, Jack. Frida Kahlo: A Spiritual Biography. New York: The Crossroad 
Publishing Company, 2000. 

Tyler, Imogen. “Against Abjection.” Feminist Theory 10, no. 1 (2009): 77–98. 
Wilson, Elizabeth A. Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body. Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press, 2004. 
Woodrow, Ross. Silent Prophet. Brisbane: Brisbane Powerhouse, 2009. 
Woodward, Ian. Understanding Material Culture. London: Sage, 2007. 
Young, Iris Marion. Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and 

Social Theory. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1990. 
 



 

 126 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


	28
	Figure 8 Judy Chicago Red Flag, 1971, photolithograph (51/94), 51 x 61cm, Museum of Menstruation.
	Figure 64 Mona Hatoum Untitled (Grey Hair Grid with Knots 3) 2002

