‘The Trace of the Mother’ – Mothering and Disability in the Lives of Visual Artists who are Lesbian 
By Diane Walker 
‘Since it is the mother who is usually entrusted with the care of the infant, it is the mother from whom we receive not only our earliest experiences of warmth, care, and tenderness, but also our earliest prohibitions.  It seems to be very difficult to free oneself from these early experiences.’  (Karen Horney, 1993:126)

I have been conducting research into lesbian “artist’s stories” (or the Künstlerinroman), examining the pattern of development of British artists who are lesbian, back to childhood years.  As Horney observes, there are fascinating and sometimes disturbing connections between the experiences of childhood and adult life, which can also impact on artists.  One wonders for example why so many lesbians find it difficult to ‘mother’ themselves, when research reveals lesbians take more risks with their health than heterosexual women.  (Valanis, 2000)  Could it be an inability to self-nurture is contributing to the higher than normal incidence of suicide attempts, self harming activity, alcoholism, drug addiction and demand for psychotherapy in the lesbian community?  (LYSIS, 1992, Morgan, 1992, Kitzinger & Perkins, 1993)  Those wishing to conduct research into this area however may have difficulty finding enough primary material with which to make a thorough analysis, for although texts about lesbian lives exist, ‘the value of someone’s private life is measured against her public success’.  (Hamer, 1996: 4)  The details of the lives of women who do not have public recognition often go un-recorded, are un-remarked upon, and can only be revealed through auto/biographical writing.  The scarcity of information available about contemporary lesbian artist stories is also in part a consequence of the historical invisibility of female artists, and although the Internet has the potential to change this to some extent, artists are usually reluctant to broadcast personal details that way.  The artist who is lesbian therefore is invisible on two counts, for she travels ‘metaphorically, to places within the human condition ruled out of bounds by society’.  (Barker, 1999: 140)

It is possible however to draw on other studies relevant to this area, for example Mahlendorf’s analysis of the lives of 90 female artist authors in western literature, using the words ‘art’ and ‘artist’ as generic terms.   Mahlendorf found psychic energy for creativity is internalised ‘in the early primary group and is restimulated by later encounters and companions’. (Mahlendorf, 1985: xviii)  Studies of other artists also examine the lives of those who found fame and those who did not, to reveal the importance of the earliest mother-child relationship and the child’s early social environment to the adult creative process.  (Miller, 1983, McManus & Furnham, 2006, Friedman, 2007)    In addition artist’s stories invariably reveal the presence of mental and physical illnesses and quite significant hardships and struggles.  The mothering relationship also impacts on the creative process in other ways, for as homosexual writer and thinker Paul Rosenfals observed ‘a son’s personality always polarizes with his father’s.  A father . . . is really his son’s first lover’.  (Rosenfals, 1971: xi)  The often conflicted relationship creative lesbian daughters have with their mothers can then repeat itself later on in adult relationships as well.  This essay profiles the autobiographical writing of two British visual artists who are lesbian to reflect on the connections between experiences of mothering, disability and the creative process itself.  It will consider whether the ‘trace’ of the mother can be observed in text or image, and the role of art in healing the self.

Diane Walker (2008)
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The Trace of the Mother’ – Mothering and Disability in the Lives of Visual Artists who are Lesbian.

By Diane Walker.
‘Since it is the mother who is usually entrusted with the care of the infant, it is the mother from whom we receive not only our earliest experiences of warmth, care, and tenderness, but also our earliest prohibitions.  It seems to be very difficult to free oneself from these early experiences.’(Karen Horney, 1993:126)

Introduction

The female artist’s story (or Künstlerinroman) of the twentieth century is described as a semi-autobiographical, self-reflecting writer’s novel, which becomes a space of ‘personal confessions and psychological introspection, social critique and cultural analysis, linguistic playfulness and narrative experimentation, or theoretical digressions about art and creativity’. (Varsamopoulou, 2002: xiii)  My own story therefore cannot but be linked to the research I am conducting into the Künstlerinroman of visual artists who are lesbian in the United Kingdom.  The stories of artists trace the development of sexual orientation and creativity from childhood onwards in relation to any artwork produced.  In conversations with artists however, I have noticed commonalities to my own experience of the presence of conflicted mother/daughter relationships and wondered about this difficulty for lesbian daughters. Although there is a commonly held view lesbian sexuality develops in puberty, as one mother remarked ‘almost every gay person I have met through the parent’s group has said they knew at a very early age they were gay’. ((Rafkin, 1996: 77) Mothers are also often aware the daughter is ‘different’ from them from a young age too.  Yet the lesbian daughter can feel she is not accepted when the love on offer is of the conditional kind and rewards only approved behaviour, or that which is heterosexual.  She must infact learn to be ‘different’ within the ‘cultural institutions that maintain and reinforce the biological family. [This] produces an insecurity about her identity in general, creating a lifelong need for approval’ (Firestone, 1972: 13) 

Yet the mother/daughter relationship is a particularly important one for artists, as analysis of creative authors in literature demonstrates the presence of a difficult symbiosis with the mother and that ‘a very strong early relationship with the mother was disrupted traumatically in the early stages up to age three’. (Mahlendorf, 1985: 216)  Although lesbians have many strengths, a high percentage struggle to ‘mother’ themselves, and research consistently reveals high levels of self-harming activity, alcoholism, drug addiction, suicide attempts and demand for psychotherapy within the lesbian community. (Browne & Law, 2007, Valanis, et al, 2000, Kitzinger & Perkins, 1993, Morgan, 1992) Another survey revealed ‘lesbians and bisexual women were more likely than heterosexual women to have poor health behaviours and worse access to health care’. (Diamant, et al., 2000)  Does freeing oneself from early childhood experiences therefore mean lesbian daughters who are ‘differently abled’ can thrive once they learn how to ‘mother’ themselves in adult life?  This paper will draw on personal experiences and the experiences of two lesbian artists participating in this research to ask whether the trace of the mother can be observed in either text or image.
Take my word for it

Before I proceed however, I would like to focus on some of the words I am using, as words do not have the same meanings for everyone.  In doing so I often refer to commonly used definitions in dictionaries and suchlike, as these can be very revealing.  Visual art for example is simply art that can be seen, although Mahlendorf found ‘early childhood creativity expresses itself in many ways, and is not limited to a specific gift, medium, or activity.’  (Mahlendorf, 1985: xiv) The act of ‘mothering’ itself is highly creative and certainly falls within the definition of creativity or ‘the bringing of something into existence’. (Encarta, 2001: 336) The word ‘mother’ is also described as a female parent or woman who has a child, someone who possesses qualities or feelings usually associated with motherhood.  A mother is a creator, instigator, founder, someone who protects or looks after somebody with great care and affection, someone who offers support and advice. There are also 37 other words in the dictionary containing the word ‘mother’, including ‘motherboard’ which is a computer ‘circuit . . . through which all signals are directed.’  (Encarta: 943)  A father by comparison is looked up to, confided in, someone who gives advice, comfort, and protection.  Interestingly also there are only 11 other words containing father, one of which is ‘fatherland . . . the native land of somebody’s ancestors.’  (Encarta: 520)  This is an interesting point in itself, as women are often unaware of their own maternal ancestry and as a result often feel cut off from their roots.  

In a similar way, under The Disability Discrimination Act that was introduced into the United Kingdom in November 2006, the word ‘disability’ is defined as that which ‘has a substantial and long term adverse effect on a person’s ability to carry out normal day to day activities’. In the case of mental health disability, a person is deemed to have mental health impairment only if they have a mental illness that is clinically well recognised by a ‘substantial body of practitioners’.  (Open University, 2001: 42)  The point being words define us according to the criteria of other people, although we might feel unhappy to be described in that way.  As McRuer points out, ‘the system of compulsory able bodiedness, which in a sense produces disability, is thoroughly interwoven with the system of compulsory heterosexuality that produces queerness: that, in fact, compulsory heterosexuality is contingent on compulsory able-bodiedness, and vice versa.’ (McRuer, 2006: 2)  McRuer describes the manner in which ‘heteronormative epiphanies’ relating to themes of heterosexual separation and unification are enacted in films like Titanic and As Good As It Gets to consolidate heterosexual, able bodiedness.  Similarly an apparent discursive acceptance of the value of diversity in the post-modern workplace, which in itself is now dependant on the ‘flexibility’ of mobile, replaceable workers and goods, also consolidates the idea of the heterosexual, able-bodied subject, being ‘contingent on compliant queer, disabled bodies’. (2006: 19)  Although McRuer’s comments are interesting and I would agree with his analysis of disability, as a lesbian I do not like being included in the term ‘queer’ as ‘queer’ is male by definition and can sideline women.  Women’s stories are much different from men’s and women have other aspects to their lives.  As he writes also the notion of dis/ability is constructed in relation to ‘ability’ to perform what are generally considered to be ‘normal’ daily activities, as defined by able-bodied heterosexuals according to the values of patriarchal, capitalist, consumerist society.  Yet what is ‘ill/ness’ and what is ‘health’ and how many of us really consider our own ‘health’ accords with a state of ‘complete physical, mental and social well-being’?  (WHO, 1948)  Yet people, who do not neatly fit definitions of ‘health’ can find themselves labelled medically ‘ill’, ‘un/able’ or ‘dis/abled’.  The term ‘mental illness’ also attracts the use of other words that of themselves are negatively associated with the personal qualities of the individual concerned, while what often is ignored is the link between mental illnesses of all kinds and the social expectations of the culture in which a person lives. As Scheff remarks, the labels which are attached to groups of individuals in this way originate from an ‘absence of the legitimacy of the social order supplied by the Church or Supernatural sources . . . medical science [then] lends its name to the labelling theory of non-conformity as mental illness . . . giving legitimacy to the status quo’. (Scheff, 1996: 69)  Someone might be labelled with the psychiatric diagnosis schizophrenia for example, in which case s/he may loose all other labels and be classified purely as ‘a schizophrenic’.  That is not to deny the real problems which can accompany these kinds of illnesses, or to say people do not need help because they clearly often do.  But this kind of description also has connections to what is considered unacceptable behaviour within our culture.  That is, the dominant social order expresses its disapproval of people who do not conform through words of its own, which then become linked to other words that also have other negative meanings.

The manner in which a person is ‘able’ or ‘capable’ of coping with the complexity of the demands placed upon them by life, differs according to class, race and gender and does not necessarily result from a lack of personal characteristics.  I will illustrate this point further by referring to a ‘little her-story’ as told by Sandra Walklate, the Chair of Sociology at Liverpool University, who has made an important contribution to the field of criminology and social justice for victims of crime. I hope she will not mind me repeating her story as it provides an excellent illustration of the way events can remove successful coping strategies.  While undertaking research into a newly established victim support scheme early in her career, Walklate interviewed an 80-year-old woman whose 40-year-old son had died of leukaemia.  The woman coped with the loss of her son by forcing herself out of her house once a day, but then someone broke into her flat and stole her son’s watch, the only possession she had left of him.  He did not only steal her watch however but her coping mechanism as well, for she then no longer felt able to leave her house after the robbery. Walklate made the point however that crime can challenge and overwhelm what may be the only coping mechanism a person has at the time, even though other people might consider that kind of coping mechanism less than ideal.  Changes in the way trials are conducted have now enabled victims of crime to have more input into them and make contributions to the legal proceedings, but these kinds of actions are often in-sufficient of themselves in helping people to fully recover from the effects of crime.  Walklate made the point that with the proper kind of help and support it is possible for victims of crime to acquire new skills and learn new ways of coping, which then help them change at a time when they are ready.  Banyard and Graham-Bermann also describe the manner in which men and women have different kinds of stressors dependant on circumstances and the jobs they perform.  Coping or not coping therefore is not determined by individual personality traits, but should be viewed as a process in the light of other factors such as race, ethnicity, economic background and access (or not) to resources at the time.  (Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1993)  This is a particularly important point, because it directly relates to the lives of artists who are lesbian, and I will explain more fully as I proceed.  But for all people lesbian or not, the events of childhood can also have repercussions for health in adulthood and affect the ways in which we live our adult lives.

The ‘good enough’ mother?

When the British actress Julie Walters revealed during a radio interview her whole life had been about her mother I understood immediately what she meant, for my own life was affected in a similar manner by the relationship I had with a mother who was close to me yet distant from me.  Even though she has been dead now for a number of years, I still visit a place I associate with her, where a kestrel I often see in the sky represents the freedom my mother struggled for all her life.  I have come to believe now it is her spirit that is free at last as it swoops and loops in the clouds above me, and the image gives me a great deal of pleasure now.  It hasn’t always been that way however for I struggled for years with the fact she did not really want me at all, and wondered was I so bad my own mother could not love me how I expected and wanted her to?  Eventually I realised she wanted her freedom more than she wanted children, and certainly she fought for it for most of her married life.  Had she been able to make a real choice about motherhood in a society where it has become almost mandatory, I believe she would have remained the independently minded woman she was before she had children. In our conversations with each other while she was alive, she would often say to me I was like her and I would say stubbornly ‘no, I am not’. Yet as I have grown older I have realised I have more in common with her in my late adult life than I had previously thought.  She described the last 20 years of her own life mothering no one but herself as her happiest, and thrived in a way she had not done so before. The psychoanalyst Karen Horney thought the lives of many women could be compared to those of trees that fail to flourish in poor conditions, yet prosper when planted in nourishing soil or the right environment. (Westkott, 1986)  My own circumstances however, and those of almost all of the artists I have spoken to are those of white lesbian women, whereas the mother/daughter relationship can be experienced very differently in other cultures.  Barbara DiBernard for example described the relationship the black lesbian poet Audre Lorde had with her mother when she wrote, ‘as a lesbian, all of her relationships with women partake to some degree of that first, loving, sensuous, nurturing relationship with a mother’. (DiBernard, 1991: 197)  In the United States, the mother/daughter relationship has been further complicated by racism and the history of black women, who have struggled in racist patriarchal culture in a way white women do not.  Black daughters learn ‘their mothers are not personally responsible for not being able, through their individual efforts, to make basic changes in their lives or the lives of their children.  This recognition enables daughters in later life to be more appreciative, understanding, and forgiving of their mothers when they are unable to fulfil and meet the daughters’ expectations and needs for material and emotional comforts.’ (DiBernard, 1991: 100)  It could be the case she concludes, that white women have much greater expectations of what mothers (and later partners also) can give to them, living in a culture based on the European-American male provider tradition.  

The mother is usually the main caregiver in the first years of a child’s life and the person who shapes the daughter’s adult life, and this is particularly the case for lesbians who form erotic, emotional and sexual relationships with other women.  The first relationship if I can describe it as such acts as a blueprint, for it ‘exists as a relationship, a central nexus, between women.’ (Walters, 1992: 235)  The mother/daughter relationship is also important to the creative process of an artist for Mahlendorf found, ‘psychic energy for the creative process came from the early social environment.  This was energy internalised in the early primary group, restimulated by later encounters and companions.’  (Mahlendorf, 1985: xviii)  McManus & Furnham also highlight the importance of early home environment to later levels of aesthetic activity, and examined the influences of education, background and personality on interest and involvement in the arts in adults.  A sample of almost 1,200 students (half of whom were women) with a variety of ages and educational attainments were analysed in relation to the so-called ‘Big Five’ factors underlying personality.  These are thought to be extraversion, openness, neuroticism, efficiency, an organised world and conscientiousness.  They found the personality factor of ‘openness to experience’ had a strong correlation to high levels of aesthetic activity in adult life while ‘agreeableness and conscientiousness’ were less important and conclude ‘an interest in the arts derives in part, at least, from home environment, as well as through formal education’. (2006:585) It could be argued therefore the two traits that accompany life as a lesbian - namely openness to experience and (societal) dis/agreeableness - pre-dispose lesbians to higher levels of aesthetic activity in adult life.  But is this the case?  

It is important however to ask what are the needs of a child and what are the consequences if the mother cannot meet them?  The artist and psychotherapist Alice Miller, has drawn from personal experience and years of observations with clients in therapy to state, ‘every child has a legitimate narcissistic need to be noticed, understood, taken seriously, and respected by his mother’. (Miller, 1983: 49) The mother must allow herself to be made use of by the child if the child is to experience itself fully and develop a healthy self-feeling, through the security and safety she provides.  Miller describes a ‘healthy self-feeling’ as ‘the unquestioned certainty that the feelings and wishes one experiences are a part of one ’s self. . . . He may live out his feelings, be sad, despairing, or in need of help, without fear of making the introjected mother insecure’. (1983: 50) The mother however may not be able to meet the child’s needs if she herself is in need of the continuity and constancy the child provides for her.  The child may then nurture the mother in a sense, so she can please her (and therefore feel safe) but in doing so forfeit an important part of herself.  (Miller, 1983)   The child then develops with no clear sense of self and lacks what Hunt describes as the ‘personal impulse’.  Hunt writes, ‘as long as infants feel that someone is present, they can feel safe with the personal impulse. The mother – in Winnicott’s phrase the good-enough mother – is present without making demands.  This enables infants, in the course of time, to dispense with the actual presence and to establish an internal environment which provides the same presence’. (Hunt, 2000: 48).  If the ‘good enough’ mother does not feel secure about herself however, the child’s comfortable and safe internal environment does not develop as it should, and this can have a potentially catastrophic effect. The psychologist, Dorothy Rowe for instance describes the manner in which children were separated from parents as they entered orphanages during World War II.  Although the children received the basics of human life like food and water, they often had no personal or individual attention and later found it difficult to fit into ordinary life.  Psychiatrist Rene Spitz also discovered children in South American orphanages wasted to nothing and sometimes died when deprived of human company. A great deal of theoretical work about childhood development derives from the work of John Bowlby and centres on what is called the ‘theory of attachment’.  If the attachment to the mother is of the ‘anxious/avoidant’ or ‘anxious/resistant’ kind, the consequence for the infant is a feeling ‘they need the caregiver but find that the caregiver fails to help them feel secure.’  (Rowe, 2007: 29)  In order to examine the mother/daughter relationship and how it effects adulthood more closely I will refer to the lives of two artists participating in the study, who shared their experiences with me.  Pseudonyms have been used throughout in order to protect the identities of those concerned.

Susan’s story

Susan Tresaw is an artist who was born into a working class family in London’s docklands in 1957, who lived with 6 generations of the same family in a 3-bedroom semi detached house.   She described her parent’s marriage as passionate and volatile and wrote her parents ‘were constantly fighting, verbally killing each other with words’.  Her mother admitted to Susan she wasn’t maternal but led her to believe she was one of twins until she was in her mid-30’s.  Susan only found out this was a lie at the age of 35 after discussing it with another relative, but considers herself lucky to have been cared for by grandparents until her teens.  Otherwise she wrote her life would have been ‘unbearable and downright rotten’.  Susan also thought her father did not like her either and only discovered much later in his life he too had parents who were cold and unfriendly, which resulted in him growing up unable to show his own emotions to his daughter. Susan’s mother often talked to her daughter from a very young age about her husband’s many affairs, which she said was ‘too much information for a child’.  Her mother would often try to escape from her marriage by dragging the children to her parent’s house, only to return home later before her father returned from work.  Miller also is an artist and has devoted her life to studying the cruelties inflicted on children by their parents.  Her analysis shows people who later harm other people through continual lies or humiliation (in physical, emotional, sexual or psychological ways) all lacked a person to love and protect them during childhood.  Parents, who mistreat abuse or manipulate their own children in that way, can avenge innocent people in ways resembling how they once were treated in childhood, but have no conscious memory of it.  These people can then remain trapped in those experiences unless an ‘enlightened witness’ or partial companion is present, who will help them understand the consequences of that kind of treatment and take both them and their feelings seriously.   (Miller: 1997)  Susan’s grandparents may have provided that role for Susan to an extent, by shielding her from some of the effects of her parent’s maltreatment of her as a child.

Susan told me her two brothers were treated differently from her, as they were not taught to be domestic in the manner she was.  Hardstock explains boys are introduced to the concept of ‘abstract masculinity’, which develops as a consequence of male identity formation from an early age, which of necessity forms in opposition to that of the female.  Boys then grow up in a world where ‘nothing of value to the boy occurs within the family, and masculinity becomes an abstract ideal to be achieved over the opposition of daily life’. (Hardstock, 2004: 45)  Males often then reject female household domesticity in order to enter a ‘masculine world of public life’ and thereafter experience two worlds, ‘one valuable, if abstract and deeply unattainable, the other useless and demeaning, if concrete and necessary’. (Hardstock, 2004: 45)   Female experiences of nurturing and domesticity however keep women in touch with concrete material life in a way which is often lost to men.  Marilyn French describes this succinctly when she writes, ‘women were saner than men, did not come up with the mad, absurd schemes men developed; they were in touch with necessity, they had to wash the toilet bowl and floor’.  (French, 1978: 214)  The enforcement of domesticity in Susan’s childhood seems a likely influence on her current artwork, which investigates roles of femininity and female masculinity in lesbians.  Susan was deeply affected by her unhappy childhood however and wrote, 
As a child I was always sad inside, only really being totally happy with my grandparents.  I remember being very insular and a thinker and would go to the local park when I was about 5 and talk to the birds and trees.  In my little head I was plagued by nasty horrible things and found solace in my own company.  I had a great imagination and regularly disappeared into my imaginary world where it was a kinder place.  
She said she drew weird imagery as a child that consisted of death and dark images, and teachers told her off for her drawings in school.  She knew she was attracted to women from the age of 13, but grew up during a period when lesbianism was more hidden and stigmatized.  She became pregnant at 19 and had sexual encounters with men, although hid her feelings for women from the world.  She wrote of that time, ‘being with a man was like a form of punishment for feelings and emotions that were not deemed normal or acceptable at the time’.  Post war Britain of the 1950’s and 60’s was influenced by the Anglo-American sociological theory of functionalism, and there was a desire to return to a more stable and ordered existence.  Risky behaviours like homosexuality, communism and pacifism were outlawed as unacceptable, and non-conformists were demonized amid increasing anxiety about feminism.  There was a wish to return to a time, ‘where men were men and women were women and their place was in the home’ (Hamer, 1996: 145) Susan’s husband psychologically abused her and she only escaped at great cost to her health.  Although she is now a grandmother with a son and three daughters of her own, one of her children also has a long-term health problem.  Abusive partners have Jeckyll and Hyde personalities and use a range of behaviours to control the thoughts emotions and actions of their most intimate partners, and the greater the partner’s ‘desire to be independent, the greater [their] partner’s dependency, the more likely the batterer . . . to inflict more types of abuse with greater frequency’. (Walker, 1989: 34) Partners become isolated from other people and all other interests that do not serve the abusive partner, while simultaneously the abused partner feels responsible for the emotional well-being of the abusive partner.  (Walker, 1989) Susan attributes her subsequent health difficulties to the abuse she suffered at the hands of her husband, which infact endangered her safety in the manner in which it was endangered in childhood through her parent’s mistreatment of her.  As a consequence she suffered from anorexia, agoraphobia and other health difficulties and has been admitted to hospital several times.  During one of these admissions, she was encouraged to attend art therapy and later took exams which eventually led to her studying for a Fine Art degree.  She was also then asked to form a mental health service user’s art group, which she ran for over 4 years, where ‘total confidentiality was the key component of these groups’.  Once again, echoes of the past are revealed in a desire for the respectful, trusting and safe environment which was missing in childhood, not only for Susan but for all of the other members in the group as well.

The subject of the uses of therapy within the lesbian community is a contentious one of itself, which has been criticised by Kitzinger & Perkins as a substitute for political action in the absence of support that could be provided by other lesbians within the lesbian community. (1993) There is no doubt therapy is very popular with lesbians, and an American survey of almost 2,000 lesbians revealed 73% of them had either received therapy or sought the services of a mental health professional at some point in their lives. (Bradford & Ryan, 1987)  This compares to a national average of 13.84% generally in 1974-75. (National Center for Health Statistics)  Morgan’s study also indicates lesbians ‘had a significantly more positive attitude towards seeking psychological counselling than did the nonlesbian sample’ (Morgan, 1992) There could be many reasons for this, not least lesbians could be more aware than heterosexual women of the effects of oppression.  They could also be sufficiently self aware to understand they need help to deal with problems, but feel unsupported within their own community and seek out whatever help is available to them at the time.  Terri Wolverton is another lesbian artist who has written of her own transformational journey after surviving an abusive alcoholic household in which she was mother to her own mother and of her many experiences as a lesbian.  Like Susan she too experienced too much too soon, and faced her own psychological scars during group therapy before becoming engaged in creative solutions of her own.  She worked with HIV/AIDS sufferers and any other people who were in need of the ‘medicine of listening, of being received’. (2002: 236) Susan may not have been listened to or received earlier on, but she is now re-building ‘as normal a life as I will probably manage’ with a female partner. She is also now an ‘out and proud’ lesbian after years of hiding herself.  She was studying for an MA in Fine Art in Contemporary Art Practice at the time I contacted her, investigating the themes that stem from her life of enforced domesticity in childhood.  Horney too wrote of the sexualization of all females, regardless of age or status in the ‘emotional hothouse’ of the family.  (1939: 82)  Susan also told me her work has a strong London feel. 

Helen’s story

Helen was born in 1966 and had a very different story to tell, and she described herself as being influenced by both of her parents.  Her mother worked as a radiographer in the health service and recognised Helen’s creativity at quite a young age.  She encouraged her daughter to utilize that earning a living as an Occupational Therapist, which Helen now believes was the right thing for her to do.  She had a point because artists in general earn very little money from their work and usually plough most of it back into art projects.  They then very often have insufficient money to pay themselves a living wage. (Savage, 2006)  Helen’s father worked for the Water Authority and was sensitive to his daughter’s creativity.  She recounted a time when she was younger and the family were on a camping holiday when a storm occurred.   Her father then dismantled the tent they had pitched on the top of a cliff and entered the place they had fled to for refuge ‘looking perfectly distraught, because the wind had whipped my drawings and taken them across the sea’.  Although she did not realise at the time her father she now thinks is quieter than her mother, who was the stronger force in the parental relationship during her childhood.  Her family is middle class and religious and they have never totally accepted Helen’s sexuality, and this has caused her conflict too. Although things have improved she later told me and they are now much more used to the idea, she was forced eventually to choose between her sexual orientation and religion.  After finding the two incompatible she left religion behind.  Helen described herself to me as bi-sexual although said to me also ‘I don’t think I would ever have a relationship with a man and I went out with boys, before I went to college’.  She had misgivings about describing herself in that way however as admission of bi-sexuality can be frowned upon by some within the lesbian community and the subject remains a contentious one.  Burch for example, defines “primary lesbians” as women whose primary sexual orientation has always been toward women, whereas “bisexual lesbians” ‘identify as lesbians later and often felt themselves to be heterosexual first’.  (Burch, 1993: 13)  These kinds of definitions however often ignore the lived experiences of lesbians, and there are often prohibitive reasons that cause women to ‘journey’ towards adult same-sex relationships rather than simply ‘choosing’ the kind they want.  Women can travel through very difficult situational circumstances and do not necessarily consider themselves to be heterosexual at the time.  In Helen’s case, her religious up bringing almost certainly prevented her from expressing her lesbian sexuality within her own family in the manner in which she would have liked, and causes difficulties even now. 

Helen used the word ‘blind’ to me in her conversation on more than one occasion, the first time during a description of the way in which she had a ‘blinding realization that if I had 6 months to live – and I wasn’t ill – call it a mid-life crisis if you like, but if someone said “you’ve only got six months to go” what do you wish you had done?’  This prompted her to organize an art exhibition of paintings, which she mounted in a gay wine bar at the age of 35.  Her work showed women kissing one another and she also reduced her work hours to allow herself more time to paint.  Her artwork at the time centred on gay families and she has since become civilly partnered.  She said she had become more family orientated as a result, although many of her coupled lesbian friends had now split up.  She remarked to me whereas people have become used to the idea of lesbians kissing, ‘the actual idea of lesbian family, that is even more shocking in a way because that then changes the world’.   Relationships between two adult women can become conflicted however, even though lesbian relationships are also sometimes considered to be more egalitarian than heterosexual ones.  Feminist writers have used the words ‘merger’ (Linderbaum, 1985) and ‘fusion’ (Pearlman, 1989) to describe the insecurity that can result as a consequence of the inability of the partners to allow each other separateness or autonomy within the relationship. In partnerships of this kind ‘each partner will tend to treat as rejection any attempts by the other to have separate friends, to be emotionally distant, or to have a different worldview’. (McCandlish, 1982: 77) This of course can put a considerable strain on the relationship; as both partners will have an expectation the other will meet all of their needs.  Helen’s second reference - and actual experience of loss of sight - came during the art exhibition she had mounted in the bar, when she simultaneously lost the sight of one eye and was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis.  It then became necessary for her mother and father to take down the pictures she had put up to show in the gay wine bar and as she told me,

It was quite bizarre seeing my parents in this gay wine bar. . . .I don’t know whether there was a lot of processes going on there, whether is was something around my age, but I actually thought and said to Paula, “do you think I have gone blind because I have been painting rude pictures?”
Helen’s parents are only just coming to terms with their daughter’s sexual orientation even though she has lived with her partner for a number of years, and I have wondered metaphorically speaking if it had been necessary for Helen to be ‘blind’ in order for her mother to actually ‘see’ who she really is.  Thankfully she has since recovered her eyesight and is presently in remission from MS after under-going a successful course of treatment. A desire for a more open form of communication however – or rather the suffering that is caused through a lack of it – seems to permeate all of Helen’s artwork.  For example, her work in the community with people who have mental health difficulties has also helped other stigmatised people to communicate more openly with other people.  This has also had the knock on effect of allowing them also to set up art groups of their own and to sell their own work.  Similarly, even though religion has forsaken her, her spiritual world is still explored in a painting relationship she has with another artist, and as she said of their meetings: ‘if I’m in quite deep thought, not depression, but in a sad space, where you are kind of wondering what it is all about, I’ve come away feeling so much happier with my work’   Painting with a second person also involves another kind of un-specified kind of communication, as indeed do her current paintings about the ways in which humans and dogs connect.  Helen described to me ideas for future projects, including one involving her wearing a sign saying ‘free hugs’ while her partner filmed the responses, and (rather revealingly in itself) revealing a secret on a postcard, ‘something you’ve never told anyone’.  

Conclusion (or just another beginning)

I had intended to include more of my own experiences in writing about the lives of the artists I have profiled, but parts of my life have also been told through their words.  It would be inappropriate therefore for me to consider the last couple of pages of this writing a ‘conclusion’ or a ‘decision based on reasoning, or an ending, final arrangement or settlement’. (Encarta: 107)  There are no neat endings in our lives, even when those closest to us abandon us, and a ‘beginner’ rather is ‘a person who has just started learning to do something’ even though there are many different kinds of new beginnings. (Collins Dictionary, 1999: 46)  In many ways endings are simply the beginnings of something else, whether research projects, new relationships, or even new ways of seeing.  It seems to me however circles inhabit our lives and it is no coincidence during our 40’s and 50’s or even later, we reach back to a childhood self to bring childhood themes back into our adult lives.  Emily Hancock describes how a young girl’s life reaches a point between the ages of eight and ten, when her identity crystallises into a distinct and vital sense of herself, which she then looses at puberty in the process of growing up female.  In her many conversations with adult women, Hancock discovered women’s identity development is circular, and that women reclaim a lost sense of a childhood self as subject of their own life during late womanhood. (Hancock, 1989)  Psychologist, Eric Erickson also introduced the idea of ‘ego integrity’ in later adult life, or a process whereby an adult must accept ‘an individual life is the accidental coincidence of but one life cycle with one segment of history’. (Erickson, 1950: 268)  The process of attaining ego integrity however, has a great deal of similarity to the manner in which a child ideally should develop during childhood years.  It requires the internalisation of ‘basic trust, taking the early maternal function of recognition – when the mother recognizes the child’s continuity and sameness or engages in what Winnicott describes as maternal mirroring – into the self.’ (Chodorow, 1999: 255) The goal of late adulthood it seems to me has a great deal in common with the goal of childhood, in that a woman must ‘maternally mirror’ herself.  In other words, a woman must learn to recognise and be certain of her experiences, feelings and wishes as belonging to herself.  Yet daughters seem to have a great deal of difficulty separating themselves out from both mothers and partners (and vice versa) in relationships between two women.  Difficult entanglements can then be created as the line between daughter and mother is drawn according to whoever holds most power at the time.  Yet the older we become, the more it seems to me we return to distinguish ourselves as the children we once were. The task is to learn how to give to ourselves that which many of us seem not to have been given in our formative childhood years - in the way I believe my own mother was not given to as well.  I conclude therefore by leaving the reader with the suggestion ‘mother love’ is the most important gift any of us can both give and receive - not only as children, but as adults too.  Mother love in my opinion is capable of healing the world. 

Diane Walker (2008) ©
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