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THE FEMALE GAZE

The absence of Mendieta’s work is important
because it illustrates how women and transpeople are relegated to niche audiences. When,
for instance, the prestigious Museum of Modern Art, New York, hosted a Georgia O’Keeffe
retrospective in 1946, it marked its first such
show by a woman artist since its inception in
1929. In 2004, when its new space was unveiled, of the 415 works on display, only 20
(less than five per cent) were by women. When
Mendieta first arrived in New York in the ’70s,
over 90 per cent of local galleries showed only
male artists, and, among women, hardly any
were of colour. In an effort to correct this, 20
female artists founded A.I.R (a moniker for
Artist-in-Residence) in a pre-War space in
Soho; the only mandate was that the space
would be exclusively for women and feminists.
In 1980, Mendieta curated a show titled Dialectics Of Isolation: An Exhibition Of Third
World Women Artists In The United States. It
would become one of the first instances where
feminist curation established itself. The male
gaze continues to dominate the art world, but
for a more equal and diverse representation
what we need is the feminist gaze.

FOCUS

I

In 2016, on the opening day of the new Tate
Modern Extension in London, a group of protesters flooded the scene, collectively chanting:
“Where is Ana Mendieta?” Mendieta was a Cuban artist with a feminist practice. They were
agitated about the inclusion of her husband’s
(sculptor Carl Andre) work in the museum’s
collection. Andre had been accused of killing
Mendieta but was soon acquitted of the charges. But as London-based curator Rosanna
McLaughlin believes, “For those convinced of
Andre’s guilt, this was the latest episode in an
ongoing injustice in which art’s biggest institutions are complicit in lionising a violent man
and failing to adequately represent the work of
women of colour.”
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WE FOR WE

So what does the feminist gaze look like? Set
up in 1985 in New York City as an artist and
activist group whose members used ape masks,
the Guerrilla Girls’ raison d’etre has been to
expose the discrimination women artists have
faced. “If museums don’t show art as diverse
as the cultures they claim to represent, tell
them they’re not showing the history of art,
they are just preserving the history of wealth
& power,” exclaims the group’s recent poster.
Their statement reminds us that the selection
process continues to exclude women of colour,
queer and transpeople. Feminism is not a system of exclusion and deals with issues of race,
gender and histories. To critique this lack of
representation, then, is to take the conversation in a direction where it hurts the most—
where are the women and trans curators? Despite the rise of the superstar curator, we >
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are yet to see women and transpeople occupy
the same stature, but there are a signiﬁcant
few making their way in. Reem Fadda, who
sits on the curatorial board of the Guggenheim
Abu Dhabi, is one such striking example. Her
practice looks to open conversations on questions like “where does an artwork stop being
an object that we look at, and instead becomes
an object that mobilises a framework of production?” Ruba Katrib, curator at the SculptureCentre in New York, focuses on exploring
feminism as a practice. “I use that term (feminism) in some ways as provocation, and also to
place a position,” she said at the recent iteration of the Experimenter Curator’s Hub. The
2017 edition of documenta, the quinquennial
art show founded in 1955, did make huge
strides in terms of enlisting a core team of curators from diverse backgrounds. Although
captained by male curator Adam Szymczyk for
the ﬁrst time across two venues, Athens and
Kassel, documenta 14 was remarkably inclusive. Curator Paul Preciado, a transperson famous for his book Testo Junkie, conceptualised
the public programme, The Parliament Of
Bodies. Indian curator Natasha Ginwala, who
was a curatorial advisor, ensured an unprecedented South Asian artist representation—
thereby including Gauri Gill, Lala Rukh and
Nilima Sheikh, among others.
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Anita Dube

It is this perspective that the arts community
in India is optimistic about seeing at the fourth
edition of the Kochi-Muziris Biennale (KMB)
in 2018, where Anita Dube will become its ﬁrst
woman curator. It’s perfect rebuttal to the critique voiced by artist and patron of the biennale Vivan Sundaram in last year’s Vogue Art
Report: “What’s great about the KMB is that it
is artist-led… But I also have a complaint.
While we have a number of women artists exhibiting, it’s time we have a woman curate the
next edition. And this isn’t some sort of tokenism. Contemporary Indian art is strong because of its women artists, from Amrita SherGil to Shilpa Gupta. They’re leading the way.”
Dube, a queer feminist with a strongly intellectual practice and activist background,
promises to bring a more investigative approach to her curatorial role. “You can say
therefore that the biennale will be feminine,
but it will be a tough kind of femininity. One
which is in line with the way I work and function,” she explains. A tough feminism is one
that is, above all, inclusive, conscious of
privilege and reluctant to indulge in perpetuating stereotypes. It does give us
pause to consider how we, as viewers,
must make demands from the works
that we see and the spaces we frequent.
And also for the big art shows to recognise that only through the non-tokenistic
inclusion of women and transpeople
may representation begin to ﬁgure in the
ﬁnal outcome. ■
Sheela Gowda’s
Stopover (2012)
at the KochiMuziris Biennale
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