The Silent Art:  Lesbians and Lesbian Art in UK Art & Design Education

‘Educators have not realised how central sexuality is to the development of young people’s lives and their identities as both learners and sexual beings.  In schools, which cannot appreciate sexual diversity, parts of identities often have to be closeted and this in turn can affect young people as learners’

(Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford, 2003: 70)

If, as research calculates, between 5% of the population in rural areas and 25% in major cities such as Brighton and London are lesbian, gay or bisexual, a conservative estimate would mean the gay population in London alone would be around 1.75 million people. (McManus and Rivers, 2001) Women now make up 50% of the student population in the UK and the figure is rising and almost certainly a high proportion of both students and teachers will be gay or lesbian and will want to find out about their own histories.  It is important that they do so for, as Duberman, Vicinus and Chauncey state, 

‘Gay history helps constitute the gay community by giving it a tradition, helps women and men validate and understand who they are by showing them who they have been.’ (1990: 12)

Recent texts have described the lives of artists who are lesbian, including work by Terri Wolverton (2002) at The Women’s Building and on The Lesbian Art Project in the 1970’s in Los Angeles, America, and books by Latimer (2005) and Souhami (2004) which document the lives of 1920’s and 30’s lesbians in Paris and include the work and life of lesbian artist, Romaine Brookes.  There are also recent accounts by American lesbian artist Harmony Hammond (2000) documenting lesbian art in America, a contemporary compilation of lesbian art edited by Cherry Smyth (1996) and a publication by Elizabeth Ashburn (1996), which records lesbian art in Australia.  The history of lesbian art and artists could potentially add a rich seam of interesting material to all art curricula, and yet there seem few resources within art education curricula and books in both public and educational libraries in colleges and universities remain scare when compared to the explosion of lesbian and gay texts over the past 20 years. In conducting a project which investigates the development of lesbian artists in the United Kingdom since the end of World War II, it is clear there is a reluctance amongst many artists who are lesbian to make lesbian themed artwork and even with the use of the Internet, it is difficult to locate ‘lesbian artists’ in the UK.  There seems a similar situation in Universities, with students who are lesbian wishing to either keep a low profile or often reporting they receive very little support or encouragement if they want to make lesbian themed art.  Yet there are other artists for whom their sexuality has a strong connection to their artwork and it may be helpful to attempt to clarify what is meant by both the term ‘lesbian art’ and ‘lesbian artist’?

One could possibly say ‘lesbian art’ is art that is made by and for other lesbians, is lesbian-themed or even art which is produced for a lesbian art market or for others who may have an interest in art by lesbians.  Lesbian artists themselves may resist such categorizations however.  In an introduction to her book, Harmony Hammond remarks that, although she originally set out to document American lesbian visual art made since 1970, she discovered, ‘just as there is no fixed lesbian identity, there ‘is no single aesthetic or sensibility-and we like it that way’. (2002: 7)  Similarly, Ashburn also discusses the variable nature of what might constitute lesbian identity or art by describing the many ways lesbians explained their sexual identity and its relation to artwork that was contributed to the book compilation.  All of the artists included in the book self-defined as lesbian, and although some artists felt their artwork had either a subtle or overt lesbian intent and felt everything they made was informed by their lesbian sexual identity, others described their work as not relating to their sexuality at all.  (1996: 11)  Cherry Smyth also wanted to avoid popular and homogenised curatorial categories, which often portray contemporary lesbian art in a stereotypical fashion around ideas of sexual dysfunction and alienation.  She suggests that sooner than spending time trying to define what ‘lesbian art’ is, it is more profitable to ask the question ‘what are artists who define themselves as lesbians doing in their work and how does that extend knowledge and understanding of the world from a lesbian perspective?’ (1996: 2)  This seems a sensible position to take and allows the artist to control her own identity, in a way she might not have been able to do in the past.  Historical attempts by heterosexual culture aimed at categorizing lesbian identity, (which include what a lesbian looks like, how and when her sexuality ‘developed’, what her mannerisms are, what clothes she wears) may be linked to a continuing need for such categorizations in the twenty first century.  Lesbian artists often feel pressure to either justify what exactly their art is or even why it is of any importance in a way few female heterosexual artists seem to have to do. In seeking to resist such classifications, some lesbian artists make deliberate attempts, not only to assert their own identities, but also to subvert attempts at such classifications now. 

The art student who is lesbian and who is only just starting out on her artistic career may encounter a different set of problems in that she will find she almost certainly has to take the initiative if she is interested in finding sufficient resources to research her own lesbian history. She may then quickly discover that despite the impact and influence of both the feminist and lesbian art movement’s of the 1970’s, her educational needs, as a lesbian are not taken seriously.  She may then find herself agreeing with observations made thirty-five years ago:

For the lesbian stumbling blocks deliberately placed in her way by our society provide for her a seemingly never-ending obstacle course.  She jumps one hurdle, then another and another, but there are always more hurdles to overcome. . . .that prevent the lesbian from taking her place in the human race.’

(Martin & Lyon, 1972: 41)

Yet despite the growth in both lesbian and gay studies and Queer Theory over the past 20 years, things do not seem to be improving.  As Rand noted almost twenty years ago, lesbians remain invisible in historical and contemporary mainstream art history, and resources continue to remain the preserve of the few who have ‘access to sub-cultures, archives, travel funds and interlibrary loans’ (Rand, 1991:29) The late Tamsin Wilton also noted that, despite the explosion of more scholarly lesbian activity and the domination of Queer theory by lesbians like Judith Butler and Eve Sedgwick, mainstream disciplines like sociology and art history show only isolated pockets of contributions by individual researchers and academics, and libraries are often only stocked with lesbian and gay books at their intervention.  She remarked (somewhat ironically it seems now) that, ‘if we leave, these shelves will no longer be kept up to date with fresh stock. (Wilton, 1997: 2)   This lack of resources has the effect of leaving students not only ill informed about their own histories, (which in itself has implications for personal and professional growth and can create serious psychological difficulties) but means that if students do not have a context within which to place their sexual identity, they are then vulnerable to believing anything they are told, including information which may be grounded in ignorance, if not bigotry.  In addition, if resources are not readily available in libraries, students may find themselves in positions of having to reveal their sexuality (or ‘come out’) in order to obtain them.  The absence of relevant texts has almost certainly come about in part through government legislation in the form of Section 28 of the Local Government Act, which was introduced by the Conservative Government 1987, under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher.  This Act prohibited the ‘intentional promotion of homosexuality by Local Authorities’ and came about as a consequence of the moral climate of that period.  It impacted on teachers in that they felt unable to then deal with issues of homo/sexuality in their teaching environments for fear of being seen to ‘promote’ it.  Some educators though have used its existence either as a way of avoiding what might be difficult or uncomfortable issues or because it ‘legitimated their own homophobia’.  (Epstein, 1994: 7)  Ironically, however, the opposite effect may have been achieved for as Stacey remarks, ‘had the initiators of the section had any idea of the extent of the response they would meet, they may have thought twice before proposing a piece of legislation to ban the promotion of homosexuality which achieved just the opposite’. (Stacey, 1991: 303)  In practice, teachers may know very little about ways in which homophobia operates having had insufficient training themselves in how to tackle it in classroom situations.  Consequently there can be an inability to challenge discriminatory or bullying attitudes or behaviour in teaching environments with the result that an already difficult situation for lesbian and gay students may become much worse.  Life is not easy for isolated and un-supported young gay people whose developing sexuality can be met with homophobia both at home as well as in school or college and as Walker reminds us, ‘for young children in particular, their whole world revolves around home and school.  Even teenagers moving into the wider world need the secure base of home from which to launch themselves’. (Walker, 1993: 46)  

There are many factors that contribute to the forming of a positive acceptance of homo/sexuality and these are influenced by external discourses.  A large study of 748 same-sex attracted young people in Australia demonstrated that all of the young people in the survey felt their sexual feelings were seen as perverse in the culture in which they lived, but those who felt good about their homo/sexuality had often found strategies which allowed them to feel more positively about themselves.  Those who viewed their sexuality in a negative way had been adversely influenced by dominant discourses, of which there are four main themes.  The first of these are parental beliefs that homosexuality is an illness needing to be treated.  Due to the increasingly self-financing nature of funding for educational courses, young students may need to live at home and it can be a particular problem to ‘come out’ to parents or caregivers incase there is a risk of either loosing financial educational support or rejection.   In religious households, heterosexuality can be viewed as ‘God-given and therefore good’; leaving young people believing homosexuality is evil and therefore unacceptable.  This view can also be particularly difficult for gay students in educational establishments holding conservative Christian views or in areas of the country where there are multi-cultural student populations and different faiths predominate.  Cultural assumptions that heterosexuality is ‘normal’ and therefore right can often pre-dominate and isolate and alienate young students.  Similarly, the ‘passing through’ or ‘phase’ explanation, whereby it is assumed homo/sexuality is a ‘normal’ but transitory point of development, mean an individual’s homosexuality is not taken seriously.  Young people, in the survey who felt positively about their sexuality, were found to be able to understand or name the negativity and abuse that the term ‘homophobia’ implied, and ‘used it to reframe hostility as a problem within society, rather than within themselves’.  (Hillier & Harrison, 2004: 89)  The findings of this survey demonstrate the important educational need for lesbian and gay students to be able to think about and investigate their sexuality and it’s relationship to heterosexual culture. If students have resources and are in environments that are receptive to, and encouraging of, such questioning, it is possible to view homo/sexuality less negatively.  Adolescents may then ultimately adopt personal strategies that allow them to deal with both cultural and individual homophobia and feel more positively about themselves.

Adolescence is at best a difficult time of life and young teenagers who want to be accepted by their peers may hide their sexuality sooner than risk rejection, but there are potential damaging consequences of not being able to be open about who you really are.  The Swiss artist and psychotherapist, Alice Miller, has written of the ‘drama of the gifted child’ whose needs are not taken seriously in childhood and who later may develop serious physical or psychological problems from the repression of early angry emotions.  At a young age the child who is very intelligent and creative, can be lively, supportive, attentive, and sensitive, and extremely intuitive to the needs of the main caregiver (who are usually but not always the mother) in the early years of life.  If the caregiver has also not had important needs taken seriously in childhood s/he may seek gratification through manipulation of the child. ‘Later, these children not only become mothers (confidantes, advisers, supporters) of their own mothers, but also take over responsibility for their siblings and eventually develop a special sensitivity to un-conscious signals manifesting the needs of others’  (Miller, 1983: 23) This makes it particularly easy for young people who have grown up in this way to continue to ignore their own individual needs when they find themselves in an educational system which has as its aim ‘heterosexually imagined futures’. (Epstein, 2003: 53)  

It is certainly understandable if many students are reluctant to ‘out’ themselves in educational establishments given the hostile nature of some environments.  There are other more fundamental difficulties within education however, which may be more difficult to remedy than the inclusion of sexual identity.  Alan Skelton suggests the experience of education has equal importance to inclusion on the grounds of sexuality, race or disability and that cultural assumptions in relation to learning are often left unquestioned.  For example, he remarks on the difficulty of encouraging young women who lack confidence to speak in theoretical classroom situations, where men may be ‘more garrulous’ and suggests that by questioning the very notion of there being one version of culture, we come face to face with the ‘myriad of subtle and complex ways in which educational institutions can exclude people through cultural norms and practices’. (Skelton, 1999: 242)  In a similar way, feminist writers like Adrienne Rich have written of the need to question concepts of knowledge and that there continues to remain perceptions by both male and female scholars that ‘the “man’s world” is the “real world”, that patriarchy is equivalent to culture and culture to patriarchy’. (Rich, 1995: 16)  It is particularly important to question a singular and legitimate notion of culture as the experiences of lesbian culture may bear no similarity whatsoever to either the experience for heterosexual men or of women.  Yet assumptions are constantly made that there is a common ground which in effect may not exist and from which lesbian students not only feel excluded but also which does not reflect the reality of their lives.  In this way educational resources become the privilege of the dominant culture and are less accessible for other groups of students.  If schools, colleges and universities fail in their stated obligations towards equal opportunities for all students, young people become vulnerable by attempting to obtain resources which should be available to them as of right.  Although there has been no national research survey in the UK to date into what is described as ‘homophobic’ crime, small regional surveys regularly demonstrate homophobic bullying is increasing. Bullying of individuals can be either physical or psychological in nature and bullies can display a specific type of personality, which makes them particularly identifiable.  They can be pleasant and charming in front of witnesses but use vindictive and controlling behaviour in private towards individuals who they perceive to be weaker than themselves. Bullies often hold strong prejudices towards people of either a different gender, sexuality or culture but go to great lengths to keep this part of their personality secret.  (UK National Workplace Bullying Advice Line, 2007)   

Homophobic bullying often happens in group situations and involves the use of slang words for homosexual men or lesbians like ‘faggot’, ‘pouf’ or ‘lezzie’, and this kind of bullying is a particularly personal and damaging kind of abuse as research figures show.  One survey reveals that 70% of young lesbians had attempted suicide, whilst victims of homophobia in adolescence are almost three times more likely to attempt to self-harm or commit suicide than heterosexual adolescents. (LYSIS, 1992, MacManus & Rivers, 2001)   Kitzinger and Perkins (1993) observe that what used to be a discussion of the oppression of lesbians by heteropatriarchal culture has now become couched in psychological terminology.  They cite MacDonald (1976), who describes ‘homophobia’ as initially appearing in psychological texts in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s and is defined as ‘an irrational, persistent fear or dread of homosexuals.’ (P59). They both question whether fear of lesbians is actually an irrational fear in heterosexual culture, if lesbianism is viewed as a ‘challenge to heteropatriarchal structures and values’. (P60)  For young lesbians and gays it is empowering and normalising to name reasons why dominant heterosexual society has a difficulty with those who are different sooner than accept sexual difference is ab/normal. Male homophobia is used as masculine strategy to build the male reputation of the young men who engage in it, while girls use friendships and friendship groups to ‘police heterosexuality’. (Hey, 1997: 65)   Groups of heterosexual females coerce young girls into heterosexual femininity and silence and isolate girls who are different to them.  There is growing evidence to suggest that gay and lesbian students respond either by dropping out of education altogether or by burying themselves in work in order to avoid pressure to be heterosexual.  Despite the gains of gay liberation over the past twenty years, it remains the case that sexuality is silenced within education. (Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford, 2003)   This pressure to conform to heterosexuality can affect young lesbians in different ways and Hillier & Harrison describe how ‘those who had disclosed their sexuality or were thought to behave in gender atypical ways were positioned by the other students as ‘sick, twisted and perverted’, while those who kept their sexuality secret ‘were left with an inner discomfort because they were not being true to themselves and those around them’ (2004: 88).  This kind of behaviour can impact on students in many ways and have far reaching negative effects on self-confidence, self-perception and personal development.  Universities become sites where individuals may,

‘Reframe attitudes and discourses depending on their social context.  For example the University sporting field and the science or engineering labs are more likely to be perceived, and therefore spoken into being as spaces that permit heterosexist attitudes.  By comparison, the art room, the design studio, English, history or social studies work spaces are less likely to reproduce monolithic heterosexuality and may, therefore, become sites of resistance.’ 

(Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford, 2003: 112) 

Students then feel able to be ‘out’ in certain situations but have no guarantee they will avoid bullying or abusive comments away from the department.  The coping strategies adopted by lesbian and gay students to deal with either pressure to conform to heterosexuality or homophobic bullying can have potentially damaging consequences.  Quinliven & Town suggest ‘queer youth’s sexuality is itself complexly shaped through their experiences of sexuality education in school’. Young lesbian girls who are silenced and isolated through the behaviour of heterosexual girls are so affected by ‘negative pathologizing messages’ they shut down the physical expression of lesbian sexuality other than through emotional crushes.  (1999: 248)  Teachers and lecturers experience their own difficulties and the Teacher’s Support Network questionnaire of lesbian and gay teachers, in collaboration with LGTB History month in education discovered that ‘75% of teachers have experienced discrimination at work.  One in five said they were scared to go to work because of harassment.  47% said that there was casual homophobia in the staff room.’ (Schools Out, 2006)  This kind of experience has consequences for the ability of lecturers to openly address the needs of lesbian and gay students and allow spaces in which to offer assistance and support should it be needed.  If teachers and lecturers are unable to feel safe or comfortable in either discussing sexual identity or being open about their own homo/sexual identity, one supposes any forthcoming support for students has to happen behind closed doors and is influenced by what Sedgwick has described as the ‘shaping presence’ of the closet. (Sedgwick, 1990: 46)  The consequences of silencing are that both staff and students may feel unduly constrained and focus on other, safer, areas of study.  

Research into occupational strategies for gay and lesbian people in the work place suggests the managing of a gay or lesbian identity in employment continues to cause difficulties, despite recent government employment legislation designed to protect individual’s rights at work in the United Kingdom.    Traditionally, occupations such as primary education have espoused family values and historically not been welcoming to gay teachers. Gay people who do not wish to reveal their sexuality may avoid occupations with high levels of social interaction or ‘pass’ (hide their true sexual identity from others) in attempts to fit in, gain approval or avoid bullying or discrimination.  They often feel forced to enter occupations where it is easier to be ‘out’ (reveal one’s sexual identity) but which pay lower wages, than struggle in employment, which prohibits this. (Badgett & King, 1997).  Escoffier has described the effects of being ‘in the closet’ (or not revealing one’s homo/sexuality) and of how ‘passing’ involves living a double life, maintaining the appearance of being heterosexual at work, or in family or other situations, and lying to straight friends and sometimes even family and sexual partners.  It imposes ‘an enormous burden of emotional stress on lesbians and gay men.’ (Escoffier, 1997: 126)   It is extremely difficult for young people in educational situations to cultivate an ability to nurture successful inter-personal relationships, gain confidence and self-esteem through self-expression, and develop the kind of communicative skills so valued by employers if they are either constantly having to monitor what they say or feel compelled to hide an important aspect of themselves.  There is strong evidence from surveys that openness about one’s homosexual orientation generally seems to promote well-being. (Sandfort, 2000)

Given the significant numbers of lesbians now known to live within society, there remains a continued lack of visibility of lesbian academics despite apparent changing public perceptions and attitudes to lesbians over the past few years. Media images of lesbians have also changed quite considerably and been influenced by the increased visibility of lesbians as a consumer group who is now targeted by ‘gay window advertising’. (Clark, 1993).  Ann M. Ciasullo describes the ‘femme’ lesbian as being predominantly white, middle class, wears make-up, and loves to shop and flaunt her clothes and who has become the lesbian cultural signifier whose invisibility has been brought about through heterogeneity and becoming like heterosexual women.  This brings both visibility and invisibility.  The ‘butch’ lesbian is viewed as being ‘simultaneously humorous and loathsome, working class, masculine and above all, distasteful . . .the butch’s perceived unattractiveness renders her invisible in an image-based culture. At the same time that culture might render the butch invisible because she is supposedly unpleasing to the eye, this very same quality makes her highly visible, or noticeable, in the real world,’ (2001: 11) This apparent drive towards respectability and heterogeneity has come about following the successes of the gay liberation movement in the UK and has altered popular perceptions of lesbians.  Whereas lesbians previously had strong associations with counter cultural and anti-capitalist political action in the feminist and women’s movements, many younger lesbians seem to had an apparent chameleon like transformation into consuming, heterogeneity.  Gay people are now legally protected in the workplace and in society and with the advent of Civil Partnerships lesbian and gay couples now form similar partnerships to heterosexual couples and have children of their own.  In addition there has been an increase in the uptake of higher education for women over the past 20 years with a growth in the variety of graduate and post-graduate courses with the accompanying financial remuneration this can bring. Young lesbians may have more money and opportunities than ever before but simultaneously, a lack of resources within educational establishments may mean they are either disinterested in or unfamiliar with the feminism of their mother’s generation, and know little about their own history or oppression as lesbians and even less about its relevance to any art they may make.  Under educated in many senses of the word, young lesbian students may struggle with daily concerns which preclude attempts to learn a historical lesbian legacy.   

Although lesbian artists in the twentieth century have linked sexual identity to artwork, many now seem to question its relevance even though the late Tamsin Wilton wrote of ‘lesbian-ness’ as,

‘the desiring gaze of one woman at another, the saturation of an entire oeuvre- be it painting, sculpture, architecture, drawing, performance, film or photography- with the implications of that desiring gaze, these hidden facts introduce a rogue element into our cosily settled histories and theories of art. . lesbian studies concerns itself with lesbians (as historical figures and cultural producers) and with lesbian-ness (as a shifting social/cultural construct) and its effect on lesbians and non-lesbians, their cultures, meaning-making and relations of power.’  (Wilton, 1997: 2)

Yet it would almost appear at times as though the history of contemporary lesbian art in 1970’s America never happened, when during that period, American lesbian artists Terri Wolverton, Judy Chicago, Sheila de Bretteville and Arlene Raven founded the Women’s Building in Los Angeles and Wolverton and Arlene later worked on the Lesbian Art Project.  Prior to the 1970’s, no one had suggested there might be sensitivities in a lesbian art, which could be theorised and the aim of the Women’s Building was to provide a building, which would act as a centre for the promotion of female culture in a masculinized art world.  Students worked in an all female environment and the work and ideas of artist, educator and co-founder of the Women’s Building, Judy Chicago, became influential within art education and mainstream art practice in the USA and the west.  Terri Wolverton also worked with lesbian students in the Lesbian Art Project and described how, through a commitment to ‘living our vision – a world in which lesbians are celebrated, luxuriant, unrestrained – we discover our insides wired for self-loathing, scorn, shame’.  (Wolverton, 2002: 67)  In a later interview reflecting on the work of the project, she considers their successes made possible later achievements and visibility for lesbian artists of the 1980’s and 1990’s but that the decision for separateness from the mainstream culture brought about marginality and invisibility which resulted in contemporary lesbian artists often knowing nothing of the project. She believes the gay and lesbian movement ‘may now be near extinction for lack of relevance’ with the advent of Queer Theory based on a spectrum of sexual identities. (Ocamb: 2002: 4)  

Queer Theory came about following post AIDS culture in America and surpassed the seeming respectability of the Lesbian and Gay Liberation movement on both sides of the Atlantic.  It is based largely on the work of philosopher and historian Michael Foucault (1926-84) who analysed knowledge, power and sexuality and examined how homosexuality emerged in the late 19th century was part of a process of elaborating class identity, which is always in relation to power.  Foucault explored ideas of the body as being not naturally ’sexed’ but becoming so through cultural processes that use the production of sexuality to extend and sustain specific power relations.  Queer Theory encompasses various desires and sexual identities, (including transgender, sadomasochist and transsexual) and suggests that sexual desire is not fixed but can be chosen.  (Spargo, 1999)  Judith Butler later developed and extended some of Foucault’s ideas by finding a way of reading the body as a ‘mediating boundary that divides inner and outer to produce the experience of being a stable and coherent subject.  She states that ‘instead of being beyond analysis, the body, like sexuality, may have genealogy’.  (Spargo, 1999: 55, 56)  Yet, despite the current influence and domination of queer theory in academia, its focus on sexual identity excludes the experience of women.  As Hamer notes, ‘lesbian and gay studies in universities is increasingly dominated by ‘queer theory’, which has little connection with lesbian experience and ignores the importance of the fact lesbians are women’.  (Hamer, 1996: 206). 

Although Queer theory may seek to undermine and question notions of hetero-normative society, it appears to have no role in what Adrienne Rich describes as the construction of  ‘a collective description of our lives as women.’ (Rich: 1995: 16)  In writing a book which investigated women’s relationship to mothering and the institution of motherhood itself, Rich describes how she had to draw on her often painful and angry experiences associated with pregnancy, child-bearing and the dependant lives of her own children.  She questions texts by women which do not have an aim of the collective empowerment of women or the un-leashing of female creativity, although recognizes the individual nature and viewpoint of such accounts.  Her book was originally praised and attacked for having an ‘odd-fangled approach: personal testimony mingled with research, and theory which derived from both.  But this never seemed odd to me in the writing.  What still seems odd is the “absentee author”, the writer who lays down speculations, theories, facts and fantasies without any personal grounding’ (1995: x) In a similar way, Marilyn Fry and other feminist writers have advocated that feminist political and philosophical writing be grounded in personal experience and written from ‘the bottom up’. (Fry, 1991: 4)   The ‘I’ of this investigation is grounded in years of personal and educational experiences, during which time I sought to discover images and words that reflected back to me my own experiences as a creative lesbian.  When my sexual identity, far from acting as the foundation stone for the future development I had hoped it would be, seemed only to obstruct my development within educational establishments, I was forced to dismiss the alien knowledge I was being asked to engage with and seek that which had more relevance to me.  In doing so, I began my own self-educating journey in an attempt to discover a lesbian heritage through the use of creativity with an aim of discovering knowledge that had personal meaning.  Yet our individual experiences as women so often seem subsumed within theoretical concepts of sexual identity, which ignore our lived experiences.  As academic and writer, Sally Munt has remarked ‘theory is still seen as antithetical to emotions, in that hoary polarity.  Theory is the Oedipal father whom we love, hate, and desire.  But theory seems unmoved by our desires, unseduced by our approaches.  There are scholars who are trying to theorize the ‘I am’ out of the experience of queer sexual spaces’. (Munt, 1997: 190)  This project will seek to reveal the ‘I am’ in the accounts of lesbians who are artists.  It will be women centred, aim to be grounded in feminist theory and seek to validate hidden stories, which could reveal experiences that may be common to all. The personal experiences of many lesbians are that they have been lesbian from birth.  Similarly, there are accounts from mothers who have lesbian daughters that indicate the mothers know from a very early age that their daughters are lesbian.  One mother stated, 

‘I now believe people are gay because they are born that way.  Almost every gay parent I have met through the parent’s group has said they knew at a very early age they were gay.  It’s not something you wake up with one day and decide, “oh, today I think I’ll be a lesbian”’. (Rafkin, 1987: 28)  

Yet mothers, who are heterosexual and have lived through second wave feminism, continue to react with apparent disappointment and hurt when the daughter finally reveals her true sexuality.  There seem many reasons for this reaction but it is clear from written accounts by mothers that hostility, disappointment or homophobia can be handed down from one generation of women to another.  Mothers recount the influence on them of adverse homophobic responses from their own mothers prior to the feminist movement of the 1960’s and 70’s, and one woman described how her mother had responded with horror when reading stories from newspaper clippings involving the dismissal of women from the military for being lesbian.  A common reaction to the daughter’s admission of lesbian sexuality was fear that the husband would react angrily to the news, which at times caused the mother to keep this information from him.  The mother can then transmit her own homophobic reactions to sons and daughters during childhood and early life, and this forms the basis for homophobic attitudes in adulthood.  (Rafkin, 1987)  The mother’s inability to accept the daughter’s developing lesbian sexuality can adversely effect how the daughter then receives the mother’s parenting.  Firestone suggests, ‘whether the girl intuits or actually experiences it, the mother’s rejection, occurring for different reasons, produces an insecurity about her identity in general, creating a lifelong need for approval . . one can understand her contradictory longings: the wish to be “mothered” and the countervailing need to establish her own identity, unhampered by a self-image which depends on identification with her mother or the motherly role. (Firestone, 1970: 147)  The lesbian student who then enters art education may feel it necessary to comply with her peers and tutors in a search for an approval not given earlier, sooner than compromise acceptance by other students.  Young students who lack confidence or feel unsure of themselves may then fail to ask for the support or resources necessary to follow lesbian studies if they wish to. 

Do today’s students know of the work of the Women’s Building and what relevance do ideas from that time have for art students who may currently be interested in learning of ‘lesbian art’ in the twenty first century?  The work of The Women’s Building brought about feminist methods of working and teaching in art education and revolutionised art education for young female students.  Wolverton described how society is often hostile or indifferent to art and that artists in oppressed groups can limit their expression for fear of being criticized, ignored or rejected.  She worked with a fellow artist and used the idea of an ‘art buddy’, to discuss artwork, ideas or problems that were being experienced and to encourage each other to give priority and importance to their artwork.  She later realised ‘the degree to which I believed that no one outside of me cared whether or not I made art, or how strong was the impact of that perceived indifference’.  (Wolverton, 2002: 160)  Although FMAE’s (or feminist methodologies in art education) have been active in the USA and the west in shaping art education since early 1970, Pen Dalton has questioned the continued use of them in art education if they do not critique the categories they claim to challenge, such as uncritical notions of ‘feminine’.  (Dalton, 2006).   FMAE are a set of practices and ideas that originated from the writing and teaching of co-founder of The Women’s Building, artist Judy Chicago, whose aim was to help students develop self-confidence and understanding whilst validating the female experience as a valuable source for artistic content.  An emphasis was placed on the assertion of ‘traditional’ feminine attributes of care, feelings and reciprocity, and they advocated sharing, mutuality, reciprocity and equal power relations between student and tutor within the learning environment.  FMAE’s also emphasised the importance of small group dynamics in providing trust and a safe environment for the risk-taking said to be vital for creativity. Although Dalton observes the continued importance of more modern concepts of feminist methodologies which advocate flexibility, teamwork, creativity and good communication skills, she questions the continued relevance to art education for gender and family relations.  She asks why art education needs to continue with ‘familial, gendered and generational metaphors in circumstances, concepts and practices that have nothing to do with sex or the family’. (Dalton, 2006: 75)   Educational situations however have everything to do with heterosexual concepts of sex and the family and are situated in the patriarchal power described by feminist writers like Adrienne Rich.  (1986) If, as Dalton states, the concept of power does not have sexual characteristics, then one wonders why only 23% of all higher education lecturers are women.  (The Hansard Society, 1996)   It is not only stereotypical ideas of femininity that need examining, but also assumptions that stem from heterosexual privilege too. Students who are lesbian may receive precious little by way of care, support or encouragement and if educators have little or no knowledge of what can happen in lesbian and gay lives, small group work may be far from the safe environment it is assumed to be.  There are many hurdles involved in developing what Russo described as ‘a world where you exist’ (Russo, 1990: 136) 

With women making up 50% of higher education students, the work of feminist writers, psychologists and thinkers may have even more of a relevance today, although, ironically, feminist ideas are often ignored or dismissed by a generation of women for whom they has associations with mothers.  With the growing proportion of female students it is to be assumed that many of these will be lesbian, yet often educational establishments renege on obligations to provide equal opportunities and resources for all.  This unsatisfactory situation places students in vulnerable positions, which may then expose them to bullying and if this is not dealt with effectively it will do little for either well being or future development.  Research by Sue Gerhardt (2004) suggests neglectful experiences in childhood and early adolescence can cause severe difficulties in adulthood, and the annual bill for antidepressants in England alone stands at £239 million. (P217) She states that stress originating from situations that are unpredictable or uncontrollable can be alleviated by supported and secure social bonds as ‘our physiological systems and our mental systems are developed in relationship with other people’ (Gerhardt: 10) It is possible though that lesbian art and artists at the moment are even more reluctant to be visible than they have been in the past and that there remain difficulties in relationships, both for students and lecturers within education, which prohibit the formation of supported and secure social bonds.  Although Queer Theory, offers a critique which seeks to undermine assumptions of the normality of heterosexuality, it offers little of relevance in how we address and analyse ways in which lesbians continue to be oppressed.  As Meijer has noted, ‘if among women’ is powerless, and “among men” is powerful, this asymmetry works between gay men and lesbians too.’ (Meijer, 2000:186)  Although lesbians sometimes have little notion of ‘family’ in the same way heterosexual students do, lesbian studies can allow us to observe commonalities in our experiences that can transcend notions of sexual identity.  By learning from ideas from previous eras we can adopt strategies that can lesson isolation and alienation within heterosexual culture and use lesbian studies to positively benefit and support each other.  As Sally Munt remarks of her own experience,

‘The personal is intrinsic to, performed in, and produced by lesbian and gay studies, it is the reason we do what we do.  My writing emerges from a commitment to that self; it comes out of the belief that this kind of speaking matters.’

(Munt, 1997: 186)

Diane Walker

April 2007
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