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v) Linda Nochlin, from “Why Have There Been No Great Women
Artists?’ (1975)

Linda Nochlin is the Lila Acheson Wallace Professor of Modern Art at the
Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, and her work in feminist art history has
had an important influence on the discipline. Nochlin wrote this essay ‘during the
heady days of the birth of the Womens® Liberation Movement' in 1970, and it first
appeared in Art News in January 1971 (Vol. 69) as part of an edition which
addressed women and art. It has since come to be seen as a seminal text which
helped to form the ideological agenda of feminist art history. In this extract (the

first part of the essay) Nochlin argues that the question: ‘why have there been no
oreat wamen artictc?” i< itealf hacad nn a <ot nf nincritical accnmntinne ahant what
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‘great art’ is. She shows that before we can adequately answer the question we

need to unpick some of the gendered assumptions which underpin it. Later sec-

~ tjons of the essay-(not reproduced here) go on to explore "The Question of the

Nude', and the idea of art as ‘The Lady’s Accomplishment’, demonstrating the his-

~ torical and cultural nature of the idea of the (male) artist, rooted in social, educa-
~ tjonal and aesthetic conventions. (Notes omitted and re-ordered.) [GP]

Source: Linda Nochlin, "Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ (1975),
in Linda Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power and Other Essays, Thames and Hudson,
1989, pp. 145—58

~ While the recent upsurge of feminist activity in this country has indeed been a lib-

erating one, its force has been chiefly emotional — personal, psychological, and

~ subjective — centered, like the other radical movements to which it is related, on

the present and its immediate needs, rather than on historical analysis of the basic
intellectual issues which the feminist attack on the status quo automatically
raises.” Like any revolution, however, the feminist one ultimately must come to
grips with the intellectual and ideological basis of the various intellectual or schol-
arly disciplines — history, philosophy, sociology, psychology, etc. — in the same way
that it questions the ideologies of present social institutions. If, as John Stuare Mill
suggested, we tend to accept whatever #s as natural, this is just as true in the realm
of academic investigation as it is in our social arrangements. In the former, too,
‘natural’ assumptions must be questioned and the mythic basis of much so-called
fact brought to light. And it is here that the very position of woman as an acknow-
ledged outsider, the maverick ‘she’ instead of the presumably neutral ‘one’ — in
reality the white-male-position-accepted-as-natural, or the hidden ‘he’ as the
subject of all scholarly predicates — is a decided advantage, rather than merely a
hindrance or a subjective distortion.

In the field of art history, the white Western male viewpoint, unconsciously
accepred as the viewpoint of the art historian, may — and does — prove to be inad-
equate not merely on moral and ethical grounds, or because it is elitist, but on
purely intellectual ones. In revealing the failure of much academic art history, and
a great deal of history in general, to take account of the unacknow]edged value
system, the very presence of an intruding subject in historical investigation, the fem-
inist critique at the same time lays bare its conceptual smugness, its meta-historical
naiveté. At a moment when all disciplines are becoming more self-conscious, more
aware of the nature of their presuppositions as exhibited in the very languages and
structures of the various fields of scholarship, such uncritical acceprance of ‘whar is’
as ‘natural’ may be intellectually fatal. Just as Mill saw male domination as one of
a long series of social injustices that had to be overcome if a truly just social order
were to be created, so we may see the unstated domination of white male subjec-
tivity 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.”

It is the engaged feminist intellect (like John Stuarc Mill’s) that can pierce
throneh  the enlriral-ideological  limitations of the time and its specific
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‘professionalism’ to reveal biases and inadequacies not merely in dealing with the
question of women, but in the very way of formulating the crucial questions of the
discipline as a whole. Thus, the so-called woman question, far from being a minor,
peripheral, and laughably provincial sub-issue grafted on to a serious, established
discipline, can become a catalyst, an intellectual instrument, probing basic and
‘natural” assumptions, providing a paradigm for other kinds of internal question-
ing, and in turn providing links with paradigms established by radical approaches
in other fields. Even a simple question like “Why have there been no grear women
artists?’ can, if answered adequarely, create a sort of chain reaction, expanding not
merely to encompass the accepted assumptions of the single field, bur ourward o
embrace history and the social sciences, or even psychology and literature, and
thereby, from the outset, can challenge the assumption that the traditional divi-
sions of intellectual inquiry are still adequate to deal with the meaningful ques-
tions of our time, rather than the merely convenient or self-generared anes.

[l

“Why have there been no great women artists?’ The question tolls reproachfully
in the background of most discussions of the so-called woman problem. But like
so many other so-called questions involved in the feminist ‘controversy,” it falsifies
the nature of the issue at the same time that it insidiously supplies its own answer:
“There are no grear women artists because women are incapable of greatness.’

The assumptions behind such a question are varied in range and sophistication,
running anywhere 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 — and after all, a lot of men have had their disadvantages too — have still
not achieved anything of exceptional significance in the visual arts.

The feminist’s first reaction is to swallow the bait, hook, line and sinker, and to
attempt to answer the question as it is put: that is, to dig up examples of worthy
or insufficiently appreciated women artists throughout history; to rehabilitate
rather modest, if interesting and productive careers; to ‘rediscover’ forgotten
Aower painters or David followers and make out a case for them; to demonstrate
that Berthe Morisot was really less dependent upon Manet than one had been led
to think — in other words, to engage in the normal activity of the specialist scholar
who makes a case for the importance of his very own neglected or minor master.
Such attempts, whether undertaken from a feminist point of view, like the ambi-
tious article on women artists which appeared in the 1858 Westminster Review. or
more recent scholarly scudies on such artists as Angelica Kauffmann and Artemisia
Gentileschi,* are certainly worth the effort, both in adding to our knowledge of
women’s achievement and of art history generally. But they do nothing to ques-
tion the assumptions lying behind the question “Why have there been no great
women artists?’ On the contrary, by attempting to answer it, they tacitly reinforce
its negative implications.

Another attempt to answer the question involves shifting the ground slightly and
asserting, as some contemporary feminists do, that there is a different kind of ‘great-
ness’ for women’s art than for men’s. therebv nostulating the existence of a distine-
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~ ive and recognizable feminine style, different both in its formal and its expressive

ualities and based on the special character of women's situation and experience.
This, on the sarface 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 a group of consciously united and purposefully
" riiculate women intent on bodying forth a group consciousness of feminine
3 experience might indeed be stylistically identifiable as feminist, if not feminine,
~ art. Unfortunately, though this remains within the realm of possibility it has so far

not occurred. While the members of the Danube School, the followers of Car-
avaggio, the painters gathered around Gauguin at Pont-Aven, the Blue Rider, or
the Cubists may be recognized by certain clearly defined stylistic or expressive
quali[ics, no such common qualities of ‘femininity’ would seem to link the styles
of women artists generally [. . .]

Women artists are more inward-looking, more delicate and nuanced in their
treatment of their medium, it may be asserted. But which of the women artists
cited above is more inward-turning than Redon, more subtle and nuanced in the
handling of pigment than Corot? Is Fragonard more or less feminine than Mme
Vigée-Lebrun? Or is it not more a question of the whole Rococo style of eigh-
teenth-century France being ‘feminine,” if judged in terms of a binary scale of
‘masculinity’ versus ‘femininity’? Certainly, if daintiness, delicacy, and precious-
ness are to be counted as earmarks of a feminine style, there is nothing fragile
about Rosa Bonheur’s Horse Fair, nor dainty and introverted about Helen
Frankenthaler’s giant canvases. If women have turned to scenes of domestic life,
or of children, so did Jan Steen, Chardin, and the Impressionists — Renoir and
Monet as well as Morisot and Cassatt. In any case, the mere choice of a certain
realm of subject matter, or the restriction to certain subjects, is not to be equated
with a style, much less with some sort of quintessentially feminine style.

The problem lies not so much with some feminists’ concept of what feminin-
ity is, but rather with their misconception — shared with the public at large — of
what art is: with the naive idea that art is the direct, personal expression of indi-
vidual emotional experience, a translation of personal life into visual terms. Art is
almost never that, great art never is. The making of art involves a self-consistent
language of form, more or less dependent upon, or free from, given temporally
defined conventions, schemata, or systems of notation, which have to be learned
or worked out, either through teaching, apprenticeship, or a long period of indi-
vidual experimentation. The language of art is, more materially, embodied in
paint and line on canvas or paper, in stone or clay or plastic or meral — it is nei-
ther a sob story nor a confidential whisper.

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. Thar this should be the case is regrettable, but no
amount of manipulating the historical or critical evidence will alter the situation;
nor will accusarions of male-chauvinist distortion of history. There are no women
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equivalents for Michelangelo or Rembrandt, Delacroix or Cézanne, Picasso or
Matisse, or even, in very recent times, for de Kooning or Warhol, any more than
there are black American equivalents for the same. If there actually were large
numbers of ‘hidden’ great women artists, or if there really should be different stan-
dards for women’s art as opposed to men’s —and one can’t have it both ways — then
what are feminists fighting for? If women have in fact achieved the same starus as
men in the arts, then the status quo is fine as it is.

But in actuality, as we all know, things as they are and as they have been, in the
arts as in a hundred other areas, are stultifying, oppressive, and discouraging to all
those, women among them, who did not have the good fortune to be born white,
preferably middle class and, above all, male. 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. The miracle is, in facr, thar given the overwhelming odds against
women, or blacks, that so many of both have managed to achieve so much sheer
excellence, in those bailiwicks of white masculine prerogative like science, politics,
or the arts.

It is when one really starts thinking about the implications of “Why have there
been no great women artists?’ that one begins to realize to what extent our
consciousness of how things are in the world has been conditioned — and often
falsified — by the way the most important questions are posed. We tend to take it
for granted that there really is an East Asian Problem, a Poverty Problem, a Black
Problem — and a Woman Problem. But first we must ask ourselves who is formu-
lating these ‘questions,” and then, what purposes such formulations may serve.
(We may, of course, refresh our memories with the connotations of the Nazis
‘Jewish Problem.’) Indeed, in our time of instant communication, ‘problems’ are
rapidly formulated to rationalize the bad conscience of those with power: thus
the problem posed by Americans in Vietnam and Cambodia is referred to by
Americans as the ‘East Asian Problem,” whereas East Asians may view it, more
realistically, as the ‘American Problem’; the so-called Poverty Problem might more
dircctly be viewed as the “Wealth Problem’ by denizens of urban ghertos or rural
wastelands; the same irony twists the White Problem into its opposite, a Black
Problem; and the same inverse logic turns up in the formulation of our own
present state of affairs as the “Woman Problem.’

[ =]

The question “Why have there been no great women artists?” is simply the top
tenth of an iceberg of misinterpretation and misconception; beneath lies a vast
dark bulk of shaky idées regues about the narure of art and its sicuational con-
comitants, about the nature of human abilities in general and of human excellence
in particular, and the role that the social order plays in all of this. While the
‘woman problem’ as such may be a pseudo-issue, the misconceptions involved in
the question “Why have there been no great women artists?” points to major areas
of intellectual obfuscation beyond the specific political and ideological issues
involved in the subiection of women. Basic ro the anestion are manv naive. dis-
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torted, uncritical assumptions about the making of art in general, as well as the
making of great art. These assumptions, conscious or unconscious, link together
such unlikely superstars as Michelangelo and van Gogh, Raphael and Jackson
Pollock under the rubric of ‘Great’ — an honorific attested to by the number of
scholarly monographs devorted to the artist in question — and the Great Artist is,
of course, conceived of as one who has ‘Genius’; Genius, in turn, is thought of as
an atemporal and mysterious power somehow embedded in the person of the
Great Artist.” Such ideas are related to unquestioned, often unconscious,
meta-historical premises that make Hippolyte Taine’s race-milieu-moment for-
mulation of the dimensions of historical thought secem a model of sophistication.
But these assumptions are intrinsic to a great deal of art-historical writing. It is no
accident that the crucial question of the conditions generally productive of great
art has so rarely been investigated, or that attempts to investigate such general
problems have, until fairly recently, been dismissed as unscholarly, too broad, or
the province of some other discipline, like sociology. To encourage a dispassion-
ate, impersonal, sociological, and institutionally oriented approach would reveal
the entire romantic, elitist, individual-glorifying, and monograph-producing sub-
structure upon which the profession of art history is based, and which has only
recently been called into question by a group of younger dissidents.

Underlying the question about woman as artist, then, we find the myth of the
Great Artist — subject of a hundred monographs, unique, godlike — bearing within
his person since birth a mysterious essence, rather like the golden nugget in Ms.
Grass's chicken soup, called Genius or Talent, which, like murder, must always
out, no matter how unlikely or unpromising the circumstances.

The magical aura surrounding the representational arts and their creators has,
of course, given birth to myths since the earliest times. Interestingly enough, the
same magical abilities ateributed by Pliny to the Greek sculptor Lysippos in antiq-
uity — the mysterious inner call in early youth, the lack of any teacher but Nature
herself — is repeated as late as the nineteenth century by Max Buchon in his biog-
raphy of Courbet. The supernatural powers of the artist as imitator, his control of
strong, possibly dangerous powers, have functioned historically to set him off
from others as a godlike creator, one who creates Being out of nothing. The fairy
tale of the discovery by an older artist or discerning patron of the Boy Wonder,
usually in the guise of a lowly shepherd boy, has been a stock-in-trade of artistic
mythology ever since Vasari immortalized the young Giotto, discovered by the
great Cimabue while the lad was guarding his focks, drawing sheep on a stone;
Cimabue, overcome with admiration for the realism of the drawing, immediately
invited the humble youth to be his pupil.® [. . .]

As is so often the case, such stories, which probably have some truth in them, tend
both ro reflect and perpetuate the attitudes they subsume. Even when based on fact,
these myths about the early manifestations of genius are misleading, It is no doubt
true, for example, that the young Picasso passed all the examinations for entrance to
the Barcelona, and later to the Madrid, Academy of Art at the age of fifteen in but
a single day, a feat of such difficulty that most candidates required a month of pre-
paration. But one would like to find out more about similar precocious qualifiers for
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art academies who then went on to achieve nothing but mediocrity or failure — in
whom, ol course, art historians are uninrerested — or to study in greater derail the
role played by Picasso’s art-professor father in the pictorial precocity of his son. Whag
if Picasso had been born a girl? Would Sefior Ruiz have paid as much attention g
stimulated as much ambition for achievement in a little Pablita?

What is stressed in all these stories is the apparently miraculous, nondeter-
mined, and asocial nature of artistic achievement; this semi-religious conception
of the artist’s role is elevated to hagiography in the nineteenth century, when art
historians, crities, and, not least, some of the artists themselves tended to elevate
the making of art into a substitute religion, the last bulwark of higher values in 5
materialistic world. The artist, in the nineteenth-century Saints’ Legend, struggles
against the most determined parental and social opposition, suffering che slings
and arrows of social opprobrium like any Christian martyr, and ultimately suc-
ceeds against all odds — generally, alas, after his death — because from deep within
himself radiates that mysterious, holy effulgence: Genius. Here we have the mad
van Gogh, spinning out sunflowers despite epileptic seizures and near-starvation;
Cézanne, braving paternal rejection and public scorn in order to revolutionize
painting; Gauguin throwing away respecrability and financial security with a
single existential gesture to pursue his calling in the tropics; or Toulouse-Lautrec,

dwarfed, crippled, and alcoholic, sacrificing his aristocratic birthright in favor of

the squalid surroundings that provided him with inspiration.
Now no serious contemporary art historian takes such obvious fairy tales at
their face value. Yet it is this sort of mythology about artistic achievement and its

concomitants which forms the unconscious or unquestioned assumptions of

scholars, no matrter how many crumbs are thrown to social influences, ideas of the

times, economic crises, and so on. Behind the most sophisticated investigations of

great artists — more specifically, the art-historical monograph, which accepts the
notion of the great artist as primary, and the social and institutional scrucrures
within which he lived and worked as mere secondary ‘influences’ or ‘background’
— lurks the golden-nugget theory of genius and the free-enterprise conception of
individual achievement. On this basis, women’s lack of major achievement in ari
may be formulated as a syllogism: If women had the golden nugget of artistic
genius then it would reveal itself. But it has never revealed itself. Q.E.D. Women
do not have the golden nugger of artistic genius. If Giotto, the obscure shepherd
boy, and van Gogh with his fits could make it, why not women?

Yet as soon as one leaves behind the world of fairy tale and self-fulfilling
prophecy and, instead, casts a dispassionate eye on the actual situations in which
important art production has existed, in the total range of its social and institu-
tional structures throughout history, one finds that the very questions which are
fruitful or relevant for the historian to ask shape up rather differently. One would
like to ask, for instance, from what social classes artists were most likely to come
at different periods of art history, from what castes and subgroup. What
proportion of painters and sculptors, or more specifically, of major painters and
sculptors, came from families in which their fathers or other close relatives were
painters and sculptors or engaged in related professions? As Nikolaus Pevsner

W) Artemesia Gentileschi, Self-Portrait as La Pittura, oil on canvas, The Royal Collection @ Her Majesty the Queen.
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points out in his discussion of the French Academy in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, the transmission of the artistic profession from father to son wag
considered a matter of course (as it was with the Coypels, the Coustous, the Van
Loos, etc.); indeed, sons of academicians were exempted from the customary fees
for lessons.” Despite the noteworthy and dramatically satisfying cases of the great
father-rejecting révoltés of the nineteenth century, one might be forced to admi¢
that a large proportion of artists, great and not-so-great, in the days when it was
normal for sons to follow in their fathers’ footsteps, had artist fathers. In the rank
of major artists, the names of Holbein and Diirer, Raphael and Bernini, immedi-
ately spring to mind; even in our own times, one can cite the names of Picasso,
Calder, Giacometti, and Wyeth as members of artist-families.

As far as the relationship of artistic occupation and social class is concerned, an
interesting paradigm for the question “Why have there been no great women
artists?” might well be provided by trying to answer the question “Why have there
been no great artists from the aristocracy?’ One can scarcely think, before the anti-
traditional nineteenth century at least, of any artist who sprang from the ranks of
any more elevated class than the upper bourgeoisie; even in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Degas came from the lower nobility — more like the haute bourgeoisie, in facr
— and only Toulouse-Lautrec, metamorphosed into the ranks of the marginal by
accidental deformity, could be said to have come from the loftier reaches of the
upper classes. While the aristocracy has always provided the lion’s share of the
patronage and the audience for art —as, indeed, the aristocracy of wealth does even
in our more democraric days — it has contributed litcle beyond amateurish efforts
to the creation of art itself, despite the fact that aristocrats (like many women)
have had more than their share of educational advantages, plenty of leisure and,
indeed, like women, were often encouraged to dabble in the arts and even develop
into respectable amateurs, like Napoleon I1T's cousin, the Princess Mathilde, who
exhibited at the official Salons, or Queen Victoria, who, with Prince Albert, stud-
ied art with no less a figure than Landseer himself. Could it be that the little
golden nugget — genius — is missing from the aristocratic makeup in the same way
that it is from the feminine psyche? Or rather, is it not that the kinds of demands
and expectations placed before both aristocrats and women — the amount of time
necessarily devoted to social functions, the very kinds of activities demanded —
simply made total devotion to professional art production out of the question,
indeed unthinkable, both for upper-class males and for women generally, rather
than its being a question of genius and talene?

When the right questions are asked about the conditions for producing art, of
which the production of great art is a subtopic, there will no doubt have to be some
discussion of the situational concomitants of intelligence and talent generally, not
merely of artistic genius. Piaget and others have stressed in their genetic epistemol-
ogy that in the development of reason and in the unfolding of imagination in young
children, intelligence — or, by implication, what we choose to call genius — is a dyna-
mic activity rather than a static essence, and an activity of a subject in a situation. As
further investigations in the field of child development imply, these abilities, or this
intelligence, are built up minutely, step by step, from infancy onward, and the
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patterns of adaptation-accommodation may be established so early within the sub-
ject-in-an-environment that they may indeed appear to be innate to the unsophisti-
cated observer. Such investigations imply that, even aside from meta-historical
reasons, scholars will have to abandon the notion, consciously articulated or not, of
individual genius as innate, and as primary to the creation of art.®

The question “Why have there been no grear women artists?” has led us to the
conclusion, so far, 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, both in terms of
the development of the art maker and in the nature and quality of the work of art
itself, occur in a social situation, are integral elements of this social structure, and
are mediated and determined by specific and definable social institutions, be they
art academies, systems of patronage, mythologies of the divine creator, artist as he-
man or social outcast.
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vi)  Griselda Pollock, ‘Differencing, Feminism and the Canon’, from
Differencing the Canon: Feminist Desire and the Writing of Arts
Histories (1999)

Griselda Pollock is Professor of Social and Critical Histories of Art, and the Direc-
tor of the Centre for Cultural Studies, at the University of Leeds. Professor Pollock
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