
Sylvia Sleigh’s portrait of Sabra Moore, called My Ceres, 1982.
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Preface

Here was my dilemma: I didn’t like the art world and it didn’t like me. I needed to make art, but 

I didn’t know where that art could go. I was the wrong gender and the wrong class. My father 

was a railroad man who organized for the union. He had been killed by a drunk driver when I was 

away from home, teaching as a Peace Corps volunteer in Guinea. When I left Africa the next year, 

I decided that I wouldn’t return to Texas; I would move to New York City and become a painter. 

Everyone had her own story, and each person felt like she was an outsider. For Emma 

it was race; for me, it was class; and Jackie and Ora thought you had to be an abstract expres-

sionist and buy high gloss enamel paint at the hardware store and pee standing by the fireplace. 

And it felt useless to make art when the Vietnamese were dying.

The personal is political.

The women’s art movement was a spontaneous movement for change by many individ-

uals and not an orchestrated invention of a talented few. We came together because we needed 

each other, and we created forms, theories, organizations, shows, and actions out of that need. 

We also ricocheted apart, dropped out, and reunited. I was there. We were all there, but our his-

tory is now being written in the familiar terms that most of us have rejected—a few genius artists 

paving the way for others to follow. A door is opening and a few are being let inside. But some 
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5. Malekeh Nayiny, Mask photograph 6. Emma Amos, Will You Forget Me? 7. Vivian E. Browne, Benin Equestrian

of us thought we were redesigning and enlarging the whole building; others were for tearing the 

edifice down.

The political is personal.

This is how our emerging history is being written. In 1970, Judy Chicago changes her 

name and chooses to reclaim the primacy of her body by creating a series of paintings celebrat-

ing the vagina as a flower. A group of women studying in the Feminist Art Program at Fresno State 

College in California under the guidance of Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro decide to explore 

their feminist consciousness by creating Woman House, which personifies the body in which 

women are housed. Later, Schapiro appropriates the quilt and needlework patterns developed by 

anonymous women of all ethnicities and creates a series of collaged paintings based on these 

design forms. The rest of us hear about this, and the feminist art movement begins. 

I am simplifying of course, and I also embrace and honor the two women that I have 

singled out. But I posit that at the same time that these visible events were being documented 

and discussed, other women artists were also meeting, talking, inventing, creating, or finding 

their private trajectories into the public sphere with quite different aims and visual forms. Our ex-

plorations were not as visible because we were not situated in the academy or allied with a more 

powerful male artist or writer. It is natural that the artists who come from the same social group 

as the writers, teachers, or critics of the time would be noticed first, and that is one of the rea-

sons for the emphasis on white middle class feminism and its focus in art on the female body. 

The actual art movement was more diverse, and I think it is time that we who partici-

pated speak for ourselves. We all cared about our vaginas, but some of us had other things to 

say first. I, for instance, needed to create a connection to the class I had left behind and chose 

to reconfigure the quilt making, sewing, and piecing of my grandmothers and to tell their painful 
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8. Ora Lerman, Make A Wish, If Birthday Boxes Only Bore… 9. Sabra Moore, House Dress/Gladys Story

stories. Kazuko Miyamoto needed to make intricate ropes and nets based on the folk weaving 

from the Japanese countryside of her childhood. Vivian Browne needed to create veils and hid-

den words that cloaked paintings of trees and hinted at an American Indian heritage merged 

inside her African American identity. Ora Lerman needed to paint highly stylized still-life tableaux 

that explored her parents’ Jewish diaspora from Europe to Kentucky. Are these art forms femi-

nist? We think so.

There are many strands to the women’s art movement, and the formal art we have 

created is only one part. It was a social movement for change and can be seen as the daughter 

of the civil rights movement and the anti-Vietnam War movement. It continued the intellectual 

work that was started by the anticolonialism struggles after World War II. It was a movement 

for equality with much discussion and tension about what we wanted to do with our power. Did 

we simply want women to have a place at the table formerly dominated by white men or did we 

want to change the role art played in society? If art validates a culture, who and what are being 

validated? Where should that art be placed? Who owns art? What is art? 


