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Contemporary art has the capacity to intervene critically into the histories we have inherited, to illuminate
the structures that condition who is recognised and how value is assigned. Leek’s simple presentation
proved this. Drawn to her honest ambivalence, I was struck by Leek’s decision to open up that old debate
about the hierarchies that determine the value of women’s work, in the context of a small contemporary
space that usually serves as a platform for new art by emerging artists. It reminded me that something is

afoot in the art world that is affording our artistic ‘mothers’ new attention.

What is driving this new interest in older women practitioners? On thinking through this question, I vo-
lunteer the notion that it is a by-product of seismic shifts taking place in society at large. These are impac-
ting art from two opposing but inevitably interdependent directions, both of which are affecting women
artists and shifting the ways their works are being received. On the one hand, new collector-investors are
fuelling a buoyant art market that has become increasingly heated as the wealth gap precipitously widens
even during a global pandemic. On the other, an emerging generation of artists, curators, writers, and
thinkers who have had enough of the inequities of a system built with patriarchal and colonial force, are
becoming louder in their demands that institutions review their commitments to a narrow Western canon

of so-called ‘great’ art.

It reminded me that something is afoot in the art world

that is affording our artistic ‘mothers’ new attention

ON THE MARKET SIDE of the equation, we’ve seen this internationally with unprecedented attention
being paid to senior women—such as Paris-based Lebanese artist Etel Adnan (born 1925) and Cu-
ban-born Carmen Herrera (born 1915), who did not receive mainstream critical attention until well into
their 80s and 90s—or the belated re-evaluation of women artists who had been overlooked as the histories
of art were being written in the 1950s through to the 1970s (like Lee Lozano, Joan Mitchell, and Ana
Mendieta). There has been a marked uptake by high-end galleries of older women, several of whom are
Black, non-Western or from the global South (for example Senga Nengudi, Lubaina Himid and Lygia
Pape). We are also witnessing rising prices for figures who a few short years ago were receiving relatively
modest sums for their works and are now achieving prices in the millions, and a burgeoning number of
museum shows and publications designed to fill in the gaps created by the art world’s inherent sexism.
The extent of this trend is pertinently evident in Tokyo at the Mori Art Museum, where the exhibition
Another Energy: Power to Continue Challenging— 16 Women Artists from around the World (22 April-11
January 2022) took the artists’ age as its rationale, selecting women artists aged between 71 and 105 to
celebrate what organisers call their “special strength”, a quality they attribute to the “resilience and deter-
mination” born of long careers out of the limelight. While the thesis of this show is problematic— turn the

gender tables and would we applaud a show of old men?—It is a summary instance of the trend.
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But care must be taken to distinguish between the appetites of an
increasingly voracious market and the system of values, expecta-
tions and desires that drives it, which treats a new category—in
this case, the older female artist—as the next ‘big thing’, and the
ambitions of critical voices who want a more equitable art
system.

FEMINIST ART HISTORIAN Griselda Pollock makes this point in her contribution to Frieze edi-
tor-at-large Jennifer Higgie’s hugely successful Bow Down podcast series that focuses on retrieving
women artists who have been lost to history. Talking about the Czech/Canadian artist Vera Frenkel (born
1938), Pollock recalls her project for Expo 86 in Vancouver, to which she was invited as one of four of
Canada’s ‘greatest’ artists (the others were all men). Here, instead of allowing herself to be lionised,
Frenkel introduced “Cornelia Lumsden”, a writer she invented, who she convinced audiences was a real
figure forgotten by literary history. Pollock describes this as Frenkel’s ploy to deflect attention from her-
self, an intervention designed as a pointed critique of our need for hero figures. She goes on to describe

why she chose Frenkel as the artist to whom she wished to “bow down”.

Pollock applauds Frenkel for the seriousness and wit of her work in video, performance and installation.
The art historian suggests that Frenkel’s practice is critically important, and, indeed, those invested in the
notion of art as a deeply conceptual project have accorded her the respect she deserves. But, and this is
key, she is not well-known. Pollock maintains it is the artist’s very seriousness that ensures her marginali-
sation by a culture that lusts after celebrity and is resistant to anything that cannot be turned into a com-
modity. Her point is that we must check our unquestioning approval of the attention paid to women artists

if 1t 1s still bound to the rules of the market.

In a local context I see this embedded myopia at work in the reception of women artists who fail to pro-
duce works that collectors might want in their homes. It takes courage and conviction to resist the lure of
the market and its cult of personality, as it has career consequences. I think of Vivian Lynn, who early on
(by the late 1960s) decided to abandon painting, turning to printmaking, then a multi-media practice that
made use of abject substances like hair and skin. She refused to comply with the dictates of a defining
‘signature’ style, and had on-again-off-again relations with dealers. All of which had consequences for her
reputation (until recently). Or et al., and the debacle of their selection for the Venice Biennale in 2005,
when the elusive collective, who everyone knew was a woman artist who refused to comply with the re-
quirement that ‘she’ be named and therefore identified, drew such opprobrium that even then-Prime Mi-

nister Helen Clark questioned the decision. How is et al. doing in the market now I wonder?
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These are sentiments that rhyme with the outlooks and
strategies of much younger artists who have come of age in a world
that is crying out for alternatives to the selfishness and triumphalism

that has created the crisis conditions we currently face.

I’D LIKE TO END this essay by focusing on a subset of this curatorial activity that does more than cele-
brate or deliver senior women artists for market reappraisal, which is driven, rather, by critical impulses
that nuance feminism’s own totalising tendencies or which tackle essentialist positions to highlight the
structural and systemic causes of gender and racial inequality. I am thinking here of previous Artspace di-
rector Misal Adnan Yildiz’s support of the Taranaki-based photographic artist Fiona Clark, whose docu-
mentation of the lesbian and transgender community she was part of in Auckland in the 1970s was brou-
ght into conversation with a range of works by other often younger artists from New Zealand and el-
sewhere in 7he Bill (2016), on the thirtieth anniversary of the passing of the Homosexual Law Reform
Act. Building on Gregory Burke’s earlier Go Girl exhibition (at the Govett-Brewster in 2002), this not
only brought Clark’s work to wider attention (in For Fantastic Carmen, 2016), but also helped open Arts-
pace to Auckland’s rainbow community, linked art to political history, and added a powerful precedent for
non-binary, queer and transgender artists. And Hanahiva Rose’s exhibition, Stars Start Falling, that has
recently closed at Govett-Brewster Art Gallery (22 May—15 August 2021). That show brought a substan-
tial selection of paintings by Teuane Tibbo (1895-1984) together with works by contemporary artists Ari
O’Neill and Salome Tanuvasa. Here, Rose invited two female Pasifika artists of different generations to
not just align themselves with someone who came before them, but to revel in the painterly world Tibbo
created and to find synergies within their individual practices as a remedial process of cultural connec-

tion.

There are other examples I could draw upon here, and I note the parallel activity of practitioners like
Imogen Taylor (referencing Frances Hodgkins) and Mata Aho Collective, who have made a point of ho-
nouring and involving their tuakana and mentor Maureen Lander, but I shall end by touching on the
recent exhibitions of New Zealand-born, Berlin-based artist Ruth Buchanan. She has developed a unique
way of working that blurs the boundaries between artistic production, curatorial practice, and exhibition
design, exemplifying a deconstructive effort to rethink connections between artists across time and in re-
lation to the powerful structures that condition them. Her decision to bring works by two older artists,
Marianne Wex (1937-2020) and Judith Hopf (born 1969), into Bad Visual Systems, a ‘solo’ exhibition at

the Adam Art Gallery in 2016, saw the artist identifying a history of practice with which she identified,
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one currency for determining value, it is somehow gratifying to know that the Museum of Modern Art in
New York has finally purchased Wex’s work, securing her photographic archive for its collection just two
years before the artist died. This is in part due to the recuperative efforts of much younger artists and cu-
rators like Buchanan. There is hope yet, that what Pollock calls the “serious” and “important” work of
women artists will find its way into our major institutions and the ‘lost’ women from earlier times will be

addressed with subtlety and care; that this current fascination for such figures is more than either a new

instance of co-optation or a passing fad.

Two companion reads to this essay, both published on Contemporary HUM, are:

Talk, Protest, Revolt, Some thoughts on feminisms, parenting in the artworld, and “Revolt She Said” by

Louise Lever
written by Frances Loeffler

and

Vivian Lynn / Liliane Lijn - A synergy spanning 1991 - 2021

written by Laura Castagnini.
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