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Ø  In this class, we shift our attention from the impact                              
of art on society to the impact of society on art. 

 

Linda Nochlin (1931-present) is an art historian,                                  
concerned with explaining why art history often appears                                    
to exclusively chronicle the achievements of white men. 
 

•  She explains that a feminist critique of history must go hand-in-hand                 
with “question[ing] the ideologies of present social institutions” (145) 

»  video on the Guerrilla Girls: nyti.ms/1OR6nx8 

–  Though scholarly disciplines (including philosophy) often purport to be 
neutral about what kind of human subjects their investigations are about,   
and who they are made for, 
•  feminist critiques reveal underlying biases, such as                                   

“the white-male-position-accepted-as-natural,                                             
or the hidden ‘he’ as the subject of all scholarly predicates” (ibid.) 

–  She notes that “we tend to accept whatever is as natural,                                   
…[but] ‘natural’ assumptions must be questioned                                           
and the mythic basis of much so-called fact brought to light.” 

Ø The ‘natural assumption’ she questions in this paper is that 
men are more qualified to be great artists than women. 
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According to Nochlin,  
 

•  “in the field of art history, the white Western male viewpoint, 
–  unconsciously accepted as the viewpoint of the art historian, 

•  may – and does – prove to be inadequate 
–  not merely on moral and ethical grounds, or because it is elitist, 
–  but on purely intellectual ones”: 

•  i.e., what presents itself as an objective account turns out                          
to assume a particular standpoint, with “an unacknowledged value system” 
and “an intruding subject”. 
–  “…we may see the unstated domination of white male subjectivity        

as one in a series of intellectual distortions  
–  which must be corrected in order to achieve a more adequate          

and accurate view of historical situations.” (146) 

» Nochlin is claiming that art history done with a particular 
bias is not only unfair, but moreover, gets the facts wrong. 
•  The aim of a feminist investigation of art history           

is to bring this bias to light, while avoiding introducing 
new biases into one’s conception of history. 
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“Let us, for example, examine the implications of that perennial question… 
 

Ø  ‘Well, if women really are equal to men,  
Ø  why have there never been any great women artists (or composers,            

or mathematicians, or philosophers, or so few of the same)?’” 
 

Nochlin asserts that 
–  …like so many other so-called questions involved in the feminist ‘controversy’, 

•  [this question] falsifies the nature of the issue                                
at the same time that it insidiously supplies its own answer:  
–  ‘There are no great women artists                                                          

because women are incapable of greatness.’ 

•  The reasons people give for this answer range from 
“’scientifically proven’ demonstrations of the 
inability of human beings with wombs rather than 
penises to create anything significant, ‘ 

•  to relatively open-minded wonderment that women, 
despite so many years of near-equality…have still 
not achieved anything of exceptional significance  
in the visual arts.” (147) 
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Feminists may respond to this charge by accepting it as a valid inquiry        
and “attempt[ing] to answer the question as it is put”: 
 

•  e.g., by trying to point out the greatness of the few acknowledged female artists, 
like Angelica Kauffman and Artemisia Gentileschi. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“But they do nothing to question the assumptions lying behind the question… 

Ø On the contrary, by attempting to answer it,                                              
they tacitly reinforce its negative implications.” 5	  

Kauffman, 
Angelica. 

(1775)   
Self-Portrait.   

Gentileschi, 
Artemisia. 
(1620) 
Judith 
Beheading 
Holofernes.  



“Another attempt to answer the question involves         
shifting the ground slightly and asserting…that there is a 
different kind of ‘greatness’ for women’s art than for men’s, 
•  thereby postulating the existence of a distinctive and    

recognizable feminine style” or essence. 
 

“This, on the surface of it, seems reasonable enough:  
–  in general, women’s experience and situation in society,              

and hence as artists, is different from men’s, 
–  and certainly the art produced by…women intent on                 

bodying forth a group consciousness of feminine      
experience might indeed by stylistically identifiable… 

»  Unfortunately, though this remains within the realm                       
of possibility it has so far not occurred. 

»  …no such common qualities of ‘femininity’ would 
seem to link the styles of women artists generally,     
any more than such qualities can be said to link  
women writers.” 
•  …women artists & writers would seem to be   

closer to other artists & writers of their own period 
and outlook than they are to each other.”(149) 
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Bonheur, Rosa. (1889) 
Col. William F. Cody 
(Buffalo Bill) 

Kahlo, Frida. (1940) Self-portrait          
with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird. 
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Fragonard, Jean-Honore.  
(1770) The Love Letter.  

detail of  
Vigée-LeBrun, Louise Élisabeth. 
(1783) Portrait of Marie Antoinette.  



Morisot, Berthe. (1876) 
The Psyche Mirror. 

Nochlin resists essentialist thinking about the work of women artists, 
 

•  i.e., the idea that there is some feminine essence shared by            
all artworks made by women, 

•  …much like Simone de Beauvoir argued against a feminine essence 
in her classic work of feminist philosophy, The Second Sex. 8	  

Delaunay, Sonia. (1946) 
Colored Rhythm. 

O’Keeffe, Georgia. 
(1924) Red Canna. 
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“The fact of the matter is that there have been                                                  
no supremely great women artists, as far as we know,  
•  although there have been many interesting and very good ones                              

who remain insufficiently investigated or appreciated;  
–  nor have there been any great Lithuanian jazz pianists, nor Eskimo tennis 

players, no matter how much we might wish there had been… 
 

That this should be the case is regrettable, but no amount of manipulating     
the historical or critical evidence will alter the situation; 
•  nor will accusations of male-chauvinist distortion of history. 
•  There are no women equivalents for Michelangelo or Rembrandt,                 

Delacroix or Cézanne, Picasso or Matisse, or even…for de Kooning or Warhol,  
–  any more than there are black American equivalents for the same. 

 

…But in actuality, as we all know, 
 

Ø  things as they are and as they have been,                                                    
in the arts as in a hundred other areas,  

Ø  are stultifying, oppressive, and discouraging to all those,                   
women among them, who did not have the good fortune                           
to be born white, preferable middle class and, above all, male.” (150) 
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Nochlin explains: 
 

•  “the fault lies not in our stars, our hormones,       
our menstrual cycles, or our empty internal spaces,  

•  but in our institutions and our education – 
–  education understood to include everything        

that happens to us from the moment               
we enter this world of meaningful symbols, 
signs, and signals.” (150) 

 

She urges that  
–  “the question of women’s equality                                 

– in art as in any other realm –  
–  [depends] not upon the relative benevolence           

or ill-will of individual men, 
–  nor the self-confidences of abjectness                     

of individual women, 

•  but rather on the very nature of our    
institutional structures  
–  and the view of reality which they     

impose on the human beings                     
who are part of them.” (152) 
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Nochlin speaks of a “romantic, elitist, individual-glorifying, and                 
monograph-producing substructure upon which the profession of art history is based,  
•  and which has only recently been called into question by                                      

a group of younger dissidents.” (153) 
 

“Basic to the question are many naïve, distorted, uncritical assumptions 
about the making of art in general, as well as the making of great art.” 
 

•  These assumptions include the Romantic myth that ‘Great Artists’ produce their 
work without any material support, training, or derivation from prior art, 

•  but rather are gifted with Genius, “thought of as an atemporal and mysterious 
power somehow embedded in the person of the Great Artist” (ibid.) 

–  We are made to think of the artist as having “supernatural powers”,                
or as “a godlike creator, one who creates Being out of nothing”. 

–  We hear stories about artists with prodigious, untrained talent, like Giotto 
being discovered as a “lowly shepherd boy…drawing sheep on a stone” 

•  Nochlin says that “Even when based on fact, these myths about the early 
manifestations of genius are misleading. 
–  These ideas focus on the individual artist and ignore facts about their       

social status that could explain their success in the profession, 
•  such as wealth, access to training, and familiarity with high culture. 
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“What is stressed in all these stories is the apparently miraculous, 
nondetermined, and asocial nature of artistic achievement.” (155) 

–  Moreover, art is misleadingly construed as a field of                        
free-enterprise where anyone can enter and excel. 

•  “Here we have the mad van Gogh, spinning out sunflowers 
despite epileptic seizures & near-starvation; 

•  Cézanne, braving paternal rejection and public scorn                    
in order to revolutionize painting; 

•  Gauguin throwing away respectability & financial security with     
a single existential gesture to pursue his calling in the tropics…” 

»  The implicit message underlying these tales is that: 

»  if these artists succeeded despite their handicaps, then 
any women and nonwhite artists who really possessed 
Genius should have been able to succeed as artists, too. 

»  “If Giotto, the obscure shepherd boy, and van Gogh   
with his fits could make it, why not women?” 

•  The fact that women and nonwhite artists haven’t 
gotten recognition is then used to make the claim 
that they must not have possessed the requisite 
“golden nugget of artistic genius” (156) 

van Gogh, Vincent. (1889)     
Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear. 

Gauguin, Paul. (1888) Self 
Portrait: Les Miserables.  
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Nochlin says that the myth of the Great Artist as a self-made man is 
undermined by a sociocultural analysis of artists throughout history. 
 

•  For example, one must ask “from what social classes artists were most likely              
to come at different periods of art history… 

•  What proportion of…major painters and sculptors came from families                        
in which their fathers or other close relatives were painters and sculptors…?” 

–  Especially in the 17th & 18th centuries, “the transmission of                                 
the artistic profession from father to son was considered a matter of course… 

–  …a large proportion of artists…in the days when it was normal for sons              
to follow in their fathers’ footsteps, had artist fathers. 

•  One might as also ask “Why have their been no great artists from the aristocracy? 
–  …While the aristocracy has always provides the lion’s share of patronage         

and the audience for art…it has contributed little beyond amateurish efforts         
to the creation of art itself… 

–  Could it be that the little golden nugget—genius—is missing from the aristocratic 
makeup in the same way that it is missing from the feminine psyche? 
•  Or rather, is it not that the kinds of demands and expectations placed     

before  both aristocrats and women…simply made total devotion to 
professional art production out of the question, indeed unthinkable…     
rather than its being a question of genius and talent?” (157) 
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She asserts that “art is not a free, autonomous activity of a super-endowed individual, 
‘influenced’ by previous artists, and, more vaguely and superficially, by ‘social forces’, 

–  but rather, that the total situation of art making….occur in a social situation,   
are integral elements of this social structure, and are mediated and 
determined by specific and definable social institutions.” 

 
 

 

Ø  One institution which systematically excluded women is the art academy. 

–  “…central to the training programs  of the academies…                                
was life drawing from the nude, generally male, model.” 
•  But for centuries, nude models of either gender were                          

completely unavailable to aspiring women artists,  
•  since it was considered imprudent for a woman to view any nudity. 

–  “As late as 1893, ‘lady’ students were not admitted                                                    
to life drawing at the Royal Academy in London,  
•  and even when they were, after that date,                                                         

the model had to be ‘partially draped’. 

Ø  “To be deprived of this stage of training meant, in effect,                                            
to be deprived of the possibility of creating major art works 

Ø  …or simply, as most of the women aspiring to be painters, ultimately did,   
restricting oneself to the ‘minor’ fields of portraiture, genre, landscape, or still life.” 

 



Zoffany, Johann. (1772) 
The Portraits of the 
Academicians at the 
Royal Academy. 

“…I have gone into the question of the availability of the nude model, 
•  a single aspect of the automatic, institutionally maintained discrimination       

against women, in such detail simply to demonstrate both  

-  the universality of this discrimination and its consequences,  

-  as well as the institutional rather than the individual nature of  but                 
one facet of the necessary preparation for achieving mere proficiency,                        
much less greatness, in the realm of art during a long period.” 



16	  

She also notes how:  
•  women were excluded from the apprenticeship system and competitions           

leading to training in the French Academy (Êcole des Beaux-Arts),                               
“a major stepping stone to artistic success”, 

•  and more broadly, were excluded from public intellectual discourse                          
by being confined to their homes to attend to domestic matters. 

“Deprived of encouragements, educational facilities and rewards,  
Ø  it is almost incredible that a certain percentage of women  did persevere                

and seek a profession in the arts.” 
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When women were encouraged to take up painting or music in the 19th century,  
•  their efforts were confined to “a modest, proficient, self-demeaning level of 

amateurism as a ‘suitable accomplishment’ for the well-bought-up young women”. 

•  They were discouraged from trying to excel at anything in particular, but merely to 
dabble in a few things for the entertainment and utility of her family. 
–  “Such an outlook helps guard men from unwanted competition                          

in their ‘serious’ professional activities and assures them of ‘well-rounded’ 
assistance on the home front, so that they can have sex and family in addition    
to the fulfillment of their own specialized talents at the same time.” (165) 

•  “…even if the woman’s commitment to art was a serious one, she was expected     
to drop her career and give up this commitment at the behest of love and marriage:  

•  this lesson is…still inculcated in young girls, directly or indirectly,                           
from the moment they are born.” (166) 

–  In contrast, no male artist “was automatically denied the pleasures of sex or 
companionship on account of [their] choice [to pursue art professionally].  

–  Nor did they ever conceive that they had sacrificed their manhood                     
or their sexual role on account of their singlemindedness in achieving 
professional fulfillment. 

•  But for female artists in the 19th century, choosing art meant giving up         
all the traditional markers of womanhood. 



18	  Osborn, Emily Mary. (1857) Nameless and Friendless. 
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“But what of the small band of heroic women, who, throughout the ages,               
despite obstacles, have achieved preeminence…? 
•  …I can point to a few striking characteristics of women artists generally: 

–  they all, almost without exception, were either the daughters of artist fathers,  
–  or generally later…had a close personal connection with a stronger or        more 

dominant male artistic personality. 

…for a women to opt for a career at all, much less for a career in art, has required a 
certain amount of unconventionality, both in the past and at present”: 
•  …particularly the willingness to rebel against, rather than submit to, “the socially 

approved role of wife and mother” 

Morisot, Berthe. (1885) 
Self-Portrait. 

Manet, Édouard. (1872) Berthe Morisot 
with a Bouquet of Violets. 
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Nochlin profiles Rosa Bonheur (1822-1899, France) to highlight her ability to 
combine the most vigorous and unapologetic masculine protest with unabashedly 
self-contradictory assertions of ‘basic’ femininity” (172) 
•  Gender created conflicts for Bonheur in a way that would never have even arisen 

for a male artist of her time. 

Bonheur, Rosa. (1855) The Horse Fair. 
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“I have tried to deal with one of the perennial questions used                            
to challenge women’s demand for true, rather than token, equality, 
 

–  by examining the whole erroneous substructure upon which the question               
“Why have there been no great women artists?” is based… 
•  …stressing the institutional—that is, the public--rather than the individual,         

or private, preconditions for achievement or lack of it in the arts. 
 

By examining in some detail a single instance of deprivation or disadvantage… 
 

–  I have suggested that it was indeed institutionally made impossible for women          
to achieve artistic excellence, or success, on the same footing as men,                     
no matter what the potency of their so-called talent, or genius… 

 

What is important is that women face up to the reality of their history and        
of their present situation without making excuses or puffing mediocrity. 
 

–  She explains that feminists ought to “take part in the creation of institutions               
in which clear thought—and true greatness—are challenges open to anyone,          
man or woman, courageous enough to take the necessary risk,                                 
the leap into the unknown.” (176) 
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•  Do women artists face the             
same institutional discrimination  
in the artworld today as they 
centuries ago? 

–  Which barriers to women’s 
success in the artworld      
have changed,                     
and which remain the same? 

•  Can underrepresentation              
of nonwhite artists in major 
institutions also be explained by 
similar barriers?  

•  What about when the 
contributions women & nonwhite 
artists go unacknowledged, 
–  like when Walter Keane      

took credit for his wife 
Margaret Keane’s paintings? 

•  movie trailer for ‘Big Eyes’: 
bit.ly/1MB74N1  

Mitchell, Joan. (1959) L’ecole Bouissoniere. 


