Introduction to The Roots of Creativity: Women Artists Year Six
by Lawrence Alloway

Note on thewriting ofthe text. My idea of a useful catalog is one that supplies contextual information for the use of
visitors. However, critics are expected to display their feelings as well as their thought processes and this is often
done by writing evocatively aboutthe artists. It is notpossible, writing in September, on a cycle of exhibitions that will
run until next summer, to discuss each artist. What | have doneis this. Thereturned outto be six paragraphsin my
textand | put a personal reactionto an artistin each of the five spaces.

Thisis the sixth annual exhibition of Women Artists in the Mabel Smith Douglass Library. The series started in 1971,
and the meaning ofthatdate should be discussed. There had been a few exhibitionsofartby women in 1970, but
they were scattered and improvised, at Museum-a downtown loft, atthe Public Theater, at International

House.[1] The impulse toward definingwomen's art by showingittogether had emerged, butoutside the normal
channels of artexhibitions. Then in 1971, an importantshowtook place, outof New York, but based on New York
women artists: Lucy Lippard's "26 Contemporary Women Artists" atthe Aldrich Museum, Ridgefield, Connecticut.
Thus when Women Artists Year One started at the Library in the fall, running through the spring, itwas a decisive
contributionto the socioesthetic problem ofwomen's art. (It antedates the appearance ofthe Feminst Art Journal or
the foundingofthe A.l.LR. Gallery, thefirstwomen's co-operative gallery.) itis fully characteristicofthe resistance to
women's art that this remarkable series of shows, held on the campus of Douglass College, is located in the Library
and notin the gallery run by the art department. The series owes its existence to theinitiative of a librarian, notan art
historian or an artist.

Mary Ann Gillies. Fiber as a sculptural material: knots and loops, repetitive but with lots of give and take. Geometric
patterns of great insistence, but analogs with natural forms are not forgotten. Spanish moss (fringes); shells (spirals).

Itis sometimes supposed thatwomen's artdisplays a natural, stylistic multiplicity and thatthis can be taken as a
sexual characteristic. Certainly thisexhibition, like its predecessors, is stylistically diverse. However, itis a constituent
fact of modern artthat, taken as a whole,itis highly diverse. Arepresentative cross-section of artin Munich in 1875,
or Paris in 1907, or New Yorkin 1938 would reveal immense variety of style and taste. Whathappened in the United
States, however, is that the breadth of modern arthas been restricted and attenuated to a few possibilities by
formalistbias in art criticismand theory. Thus the diversity ofwomen's artis nto in itselfa significant signof gender,
but itis evidence oftherejection ofa tyrannical reading of art history which many artists accept. Women artists and
realists sharea common revival ofthe original generosity ofchoice of earlier modern art.

Cynthia Mailman. The world in a state of extreme composure. Windshield views as vignettes of unruffled, fadingly
pale tones. A world of profiles softly dividing the space and repairing it by blushing.

The 20" century artist is in a positionto make her or his own choice of subjectand tradition, because just about all art
is consultable. As a result, painting and sculpture have become flexible and volatile to an extraordinary degree;the
personal decisionsofthe artists have to deal with both the process of painting and the availability ofthe art world. In a
sense, the visual arts are in a positionnotdissimilar to that attributed to the piano by Max Weber. "The unshakable
modern positionofthe piano rests upon the universality oftis usefulness for domestic appropriation ofalmostall
treasures of music literature, upon the immeasurable fullness ofits own literature, and finally on its quality as a
universal accompanying and schooling instrument.”[2] Visual art is an exceptionally responsive instrumentfor women
artists as they recover modern art's earlier abundance.

Ce Roser. The structure of meander; morphology of the dot. Colors disperse the taut picture plane making a fluent
continuum. Apparent nonchalance.

Of the ten women in the presentseries, seven were kind enough to make statements in responseto aquestion
proposed by Lynn Miller: "How does awoman become an artist?" Her interestwas "theroots ofthe artisticimpulsein
the lives ofthe women artists." The seven respondents all affirmed connections between their childhood and their
later lives as artists. Cathey Billian notes, "My earliest memories include afascination with finger paints and making
things."[3] Mary Ann Gillies, too, refers to early recognition "as someone who excelledin art." Cynthia Mailman
recalls, "l did my first oil painting atage ten." Ce Roser says, "Painting and drawing are thingslhavedonesince early
childhood." Lucy Sallick: "lwas born an artist." Judy Solodkin: "l was known as the class artist." Athena Tacha
mentions thatan "ability to draw well-representational images was manifested at the age often orso."



Lucy Sallick. Studio floor as picture plane, the artist's past as the present of art, the process of work as the subject of
work.

Thus art is seen as a spontaneous childhood activity prolonged and developed in the work done later as a
professional artist. This habituationto artas a natural activity provides afirmbase fromwhich to opposethe
excessive professionalismand careerismofthe American artists of the precedinggeneration. | do notconsider this
sense of genetic rootedness as agender characteristic, because plenty of men have it too. However, it certainly
provides women with conviction outof which they can work, and with which they can resistthe hostility ofthe art
world.

Athena Tacha. Conceptual art as an autobiography without naturalism. Sculpture as an environment of geological
memories. Project: to read her Conceptual art on or in one of the sculptures.

Ce Roser studied in Berlin. "Kathe Kollowitzwas no longer alive buther son, adoctor, as was his father and his son,
invited meto visither home. He told me that she continued to work until ashorttime before her death and showed
me some of herlast lithos. I felt then that | would like to live that way too." Here is a clear statement of the necessity
of theyoung artistto match an appropriate predecessor, like Emil Nolde, say, repeating Gauguin's South Sea
adventure. Lucy Sallick records that after she gota studio ofher own in 1966, she felt a strong sense of solitude. In
1970 shejoined aconsciousness-raising group, "many of whom were writers and artists who had been kicked around
orwho lacked goals or confidence. Simply discovering thatlwas notalonewas a comfortto me. | learned that many
women's problems are notpersonal butsocial and political." Here the solutionis notthe discovery ofamodel but of
peers with similar problems. Another area of vulnerability is indicated by Judith Solodkin: "I realized that | functioned
up to this pointonly with the approval ofteachers. The definitive turning point of my career occurred when I was in my
late twenties. | decided to buy a lithography press and on the heels ofthis decision was admitted to Tamarind
Institute as a student printer." Athena Tacha, until 1973 an art historian, "continued to feel the urge to make art and
finally dropped everythingto become an artist." What seems clear to me is that what characterizes women artists is
nota shared stylistic quality, butsimply the difficulty of being an artistin a resistant culture. In their differentways, all
the artists here have successfully overcome the obstacles to working.

Lawrence Alloway
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[1] For more detail, see the author's "Women's Art in the '70s," Artin America, May-June 1976.
[2] Weber, Max, The Rational and Social Foundation of Music, Carbondale: Southern lllinois Press, 1958.

[3] Quotations forwhich no referenceis given are from letters to the author by the artists, August-September 1976.
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