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Examine how artists throughout history have questioned gender roles and expectations. 

 

In 1978, Argentine artist Lea Lublin marched alongside members of the Femmes/Art group to the Seine River in 

Paris. "Is woman an inferior being?" and "Is woman a sexual object?" were among the 25 questions on a banner 

she carried, which called attention to preconceptions about women. She flung the banner into the river to mark 

the end of the feminist action day. Lublin's work, as well as its public procession and destruction, became part of 

a burgeoning global movement of artists, theorists, and writers working to advance the rights and voices of women. 

 

Join us as we look at how six artists from different eras used feminist techniques to empower themselves and 

advocate for others, take control of their self-expression, develop ties via collaboration, and push the boundaries 

of artistic media for International Women's Day. 

 

Masculine? Feminine? It depends on the circumstances. Only the gender of neutral appeals to 
me. 

 ~Claude Cahun~ 

 

Claude Cahun explored several aspects of their identity through photography and writing. As a young adult, they 

began painting self-portraits. Cahun moved to Paris in the 1920s with their stepsister Marcel Moore, who 

became an artistic colleague and life companion. Cahun is primarily depicted in a range of clothes and settings 

utilized to establish several personas in the photographs they created together. 

 

    
I painted my own reality. 

Frida Kahlo 

Frida Kahlo reinvented herself repeatedly, exploring, questioning, and staging 

herself and her identity at the same time. "I paint self-portraits since I am often 

alone," she remarked, "because I am the most familiar with myself." 1 Kahlo 

divorced her artist spouse Diego Rivera in 1939. Soon after, she shaved her 

head and began painting. Kahlo is depicted wearing a large men's suit, a scarlet 

shirt (perhaps Rivera's), high-heeled shoes, and a hanging earring. Her cut 

tresses seem to slither and coil around her feet as she clutches a pair of 

scissors in one hand and a braid of hair in the other. 

 

Lyrics from a Mexican traditional song is displayed above the scene, 

accompanied by musical notes: Observe that if you wanted something, you got 

it through your hair; now that you're pelona, I don't want you. "Look, if I liked 

you, it was because of your hair," or, in English, "Look, if I loved you, it was 

because of your hair." I don't love you anymore now that you don't have any 

hair." The painting depicts the agony of separation as well as the joy of 

newfound independence: "I've never sketched a dream before. "I drew my own 

picture of reality." 
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It doesn’t bother me. Whether it’s a craft or whether 
it’s art. That is a definition that people put on things. 

Ruth Asawa 

Ruth Asawa, a California native, began her art education as a youngster 

in an internment camp, where she took painting and sketching workshops. 

Thousands of people of Japanese ancestry were imprisoned by the US 

government during World War II, including her and her family. She trained 

to be a teacher after being released, but due to her Japanese ancestry, 

she was unable to obtain a license. Asawa enrolled at Black Mountain 

College, a North Carolina-based experimental art school, where she was 

encouraged to explore the potential of various materials. She was a 

relentless promoter for arts education in San Francisco's public schools 

throughout her tenure, and she established a program that combined the 

arts with horticulture. 

 

Asawa made this unnamed work in 1955 by looping wire with a dowel, a 

technique she compared to "painting in space." 3 Critics questioned 

whether her wire constructs were sculpture because they had no internal 

mass, and they criticized her work in gendered terms, calling it ornamental 

and domestic. Asawa seemed unconcerned about the distinctions: "It doesn't worry me." Whether it's a 

craft or an art form. That is a label that people apply to objects." 

 

 

I very much liked the idea of used pantyhose. Because when a 
woman wears pantyhose, she’s usually under extreme stress. 

Senga Nengudi 

Senga Nengudi manipulates synthetic and natural 

materials in ways that inspire viewers to consider 

their own and others' interactions with their 

bodies. Nengudi began her career in the 1960s 

and 1970s as part of the Black Arts Movement, 

which used the arts and culture to promote Black 

liberation. R.S.V.P. I was born during this time, 

when she combined her interests in Black identity, 

dance, Japanese culture, and spirituality into an 

art practice. 

 

R.S.V.P. I, made of sand-filled pantyhose 

stretched and chained to the walls, reflects what 

Nengudi refers to as the "elasticity" of women's bodies, or their ability to stretch. Her experience with 

the changes in her body after pregnancy informed her decision. Nengudi's pantyhose were "charged 

with the vitality of the women who wore them," according to him. R.S.V.P. I could be seen as a gathering 

of the souls of ladies who wore nylons, one to which you'd RSVP. "I discover diverse methods to employ 
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materials that others consider useless or insignificant," Nengudi remarked, "proving that the 

dispossessed and marginalized may also have the tenacity and reformative power to find their poetic 

identities." 
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