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ABSTRACT

THE COOPERATIVE GALLERIES OF
THE WOMEN'S ART MOVEMENT, 1969-1980

By

Gayle R. Davis

The first women's cooperative art exhibition group was
organized in the United States in 1972, and by 1980 a nationwide
network of such collectives had been established. This is a study
of the historical, socio-political and artistic significance of the
following twelve cooperatives as they developed over this eight-
year period:

AIR Gallery (New York City), ARC Gallery (Chicago), Artemesia
Gallery (Chicago), Center/Gallery (Chapel Hill, North Carolina),
Central Hall Gallery (formerly Port Washington, New York), Floating
Gallery (formerly New York City), Front Range Women in the Visual
Arts (Boulder, Colorado), Grandview Galleries I and II (formerly
Los Angeles), Hera Gallery (Wakefield, Rhode Island), MUSE Gallery
(Philadelphia), Soho 20 Gallery (New York City), and WARM Gallery
(Minneapolis) .

The inception and continuous expansion of the co-op system
reflected the decade's rapidly-changing social and political climate,
in the country as a whole and in the art community. The struggles
for women's rights and artists' rights especially influenced the
early co-ops, setting their structural and ideological precedents,
even though only some of the members actively supported these
political causes. While social change groups inspired the formation

of the collectives, political activism has never been their primary

goal. Instead, art exhibition has been the one purpose to which the
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philosophically and esthetically diverse group of co-op artists
unanimously ascribes. In fact, the memberships can be considered
microcosms of the society-at-large, embodying a broad range of
responses to the human rights activities which flourished in the
early years of the decade and continued, more quietly, to affect
the later 1970s.

In this study, based to a large degree on interviews and
questionnaires completed by members of the twelve selected coop-
eratives, I take both an art historian's and a social historian's
approach. Part I traces the early history of the collectives
during the heyday of human rights activism, through the progress-
ively more conservative middle and later 1970s when the co-op
movement expanded to all regions of the country. Part II relates
the specific political and organizational developments of the co-ops
to the changing national climate. The structural and ideological
precedents, adopted from the women's rights movement and others,
emphasized the acceptance of various interests within their member-
ships. Therefore, the collectives have developed a complex
philosophical system, with the satisfactions and problems one would
expect in such non-homogeneous art organizations. The patterns of
changes in the larger society are reflected in the specific projects
and the shifting priorities of these highly diverse groups. Part
IIT surveys and illustrates the artistic achievements of the co-op
artists: the body of art itself, the critical attention the work
has received, and the degree to which the co-ops have attained

their professional goals.
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This, then, is a study of the women's collective art groups
and their public, as the subcultural movements for societal change
in the 1970s affected them both. It is also a record of the strength
of these alternative art organizations, as they have positively
affected the environment for contemporary art and contemporary

women.,
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INTRODUCT ION

In 1969 and 1970, groups of professional women artists1
began meeting to discuss and protest two sources of deep dissatisfac-
tion: the sexist discrimination that pervaded the art system, and
the subordination of the professional needs and rights of artists
to the controlling demands of the commercial art-marketing structures.
One idea voiced at that time was the establishment of cooperatively-
run exhibiting groups2 for women artists only. Such groups would
provide their memberships with regular exhibition opportunities
as alternatives to showing in the mainstream commercial galleries,
thus attempting a solution to both of the stated problems. Artists
in Residence (AIR) .Gallery in New York City, which opened on 17
September 1972, was the first women's co—op.3 Since then, the number
of women's collective galleries has steadily increased across the
United States. This is a study of both the socio-political and the
artistic impact of twelve of the cooperatives formed between
September 1972 and June 1980 (Table 1).

Much of the early impetus to organize the Women's Art
Yovement, including the creation of women's art galleries, came
from the focus on human rights which characterized a major part of
the American social and intellectual climate of the late 1960s and
early 1970s. The co-ops outwardly followed the general precedent of

. ed
other separatist, subcultural associations. In fact, they adopt






Table 1. Study Sample of Women's Cooperative Galleries.

Cooperative Opening Date City Region
AIR Gallery 1972 New York City Northeast
Soho 20 1973 New York City Northeast
Central Hall 1973 Port Washington, Long

Island (formerly) Northeast
Floating Gallery 1974 New York City

(formerly) Northeast
Hera Gallery 1974 Wakefield, Rhode

Island Northeast
MUSE Gallery 1977 Philadelphia,

Pennsylvania Northeast
Center/Gallery 1977 Chapel Hill, North

Carolina Southeast
ARC Gallery 1973 Chicago, Illinois Midwest
Artemesia
Gallery 1973 Chicago, Illinois Midwest
WARM Gallery 1976 Minneapolis,

Minnesota Midwest
Front Range
Women in the
Visual Arts 1974 Boulder, Colorado West
Grandview I, II 1973 Los Angeles,

California (formerly) Southwest
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some of the larger women's movement rhetoric and goal orientation.
Therefore, it is no surprise that the public has viewed these art
groups as political entities.l' Even though the co-ops' stated
purpose is artistic growth and not political action, their sex-
specific memberships make an inherently political statement to the
art community and the society-at-large. Thus, they are microcosms
of cultural change as well as important phenomena in the development
of contemporary art. Because of the dual nature of this subject,

I necessarily approach it from both an art historian's and a social
historian's perspective.

There has been no other comprehensive research published on
the women's cooperatives, either in social history or art history,
to date. Although some initial documentation of individual galleries
exists, the co-ops are usually treated as eccentric and isolated,
having primarily local, small-scale effects. None of the literature
makes a comprehensive, comparative analysis of the collectives to
clarify the further impact of these galleries as a growing system
of unique, professional art spaces.

The coverage of fine art in the mainstream press has
typically confined itself to brief explanations of a gallery's
Philosophy while announcing its opening as a mew cooperative; to
the commemoration of several years of activities on the anniversaries

Or other landmark dates in the histories of the well-established co-ops;

and to reviews of selected exhibitions. The mainstream art press has

Published capsule survey articles noting some of the most significant

times
events of the overall Women's Art Movement, and these some
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include mention of the women's cooperative galleries.7 And now
that the decade of the 1970s is over, there recently have been a
few articles 'taking another look' at the Women's Art Movement:8 as
well as one which considers the co-ops in particular.9
Several publications devoted to the political and artistic
concerns of American women have provided the most consistent,
extensive coverage of the Women's Art Movement.]'0 Although the number
of articles specifically about the co-ops is still srnall,ll these
publications include important explorations of wide-ranging related
issues, like competition among artists or societal backlash against
the progress of the Movement, which help advance the understanding
of the complicated nature of subcultural collective efforts.12
Descriptions by artists of their participation in the Movement's
activities and organizations have been valuable contributions to the
literature over the past ten years. Often made in conjunction with
discussions of an individual's art-making, these artists' statements

vary widely in length and scope, but they all provide important

additional information on the effects of the Movement on each involved
arl:ist.13
Inadequate as the art-historical research is so far in this
area, social-history scholarship is even further behind. No social
historian has studied the art cooperatives in the larger context, as
socially-related instruments of cultural change. Judith Hole and
Ellen Levine are exceptional in that they devote a few but valuable

Pages to the beginning protests of women artists in 1969, in their

important book, Rebirth of Feminism.14 However, most scholarly
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accounts that deal with the women's movement fail to discuss the
artists' side of that effort toward equality. Some do cite patterns
of other social movements, but these patterns have not been explored
in relation to the Women's Art Movement.15

There have been approximately eighteen to twenty women's
cooperative galleries established since 1972 in the United States.
The exact number is difficult to establish, While fifteen of the
co-ops are relatively well-documented, I have encountered mention of
several others about which no further information is available. Such
was the nature of the early alternative gallery efforts, especially
before effective communication networks were established among the
women's art groups and before at least minimal coverage by the general
press was common. During my research, I found four collectives which
eluded closer study. Three San Francisco cooperatives were listed in
early feminist press publications and one local newspaper, but I could
locate former members to interview from only one of them.16 An
artist of Hera Cooperative Gallery in Wakefield, Rhode Island,
described to me her previous activities in the now-defunct collective,
the Alliance of Women Artists, of Portland, Maine. I assume that there
have been some, though not many, other examples of short-lived women's
galleries that I have not uncovered.

Since there is a variety of women's art organizations which
provide exhibition opportunities or which organize shows of women's
art, my selection was first narrowed to the groups which met the
following criteria: first, the group operation and financing were
collective efforts; second, the exhibiting members considered them-

selves professional visual artists; third, the co-op's philosophy
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was to include only women members and to focus primarily on issues
concerning women artists, although some galleries show male artists'
work in invitationals; and fourth, the artist members were each
guaranteed a non-juried, group or solo show of her art every one to
three years. Most of the galleries in this study have their own
gallery spaces. However, the former Floating Gallery in New York
City did not, choosing to organize group shows in alternative spaces;
and the Boulder, Colorado, collective, Front Range Women in the
Visual Arts, has not operated a gallery for most of its existence.

I was somewhat flexible in defining the kind of art group
to be included in this research in order to increase the number of
organizations from which to draw my sample. For instance, most of
the co-ops in this study select new members based, at least in part,
on the quality of the prospective member's art. However, several
collectives, like Center/Gallery in Chapel Hill, North Carolina,
and Hera, have two different kinds of members--professional artists
and non-artist women who are vitally interested in the arts. If
the members who are professional artists are given non-juried, formal
exhibitions, I considered the gallery for my study and included data
from the artist members only.

Two concerns affected my choices among the galleries which
fit the above criteria and whose members chose to participate in the
research. I wanted to study co-ops which were in as many different
geographical regions as possible, and which had been established at
various times during the eight-year span. I could then see what

influences there have been on the galleries as the national social,
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political and artistic climate has changed, and how these effects
were felt at any given time in various locations across the country
(Table 1).

The memberships in the co-ops range from approximately eight
to sixty members. In order to meet the financial needs of the gallery,
to allow each member to exhibit her work regularly, and to make the
democratic decision-making process practical, most aim at twenty to
thirty members as the ideal size. I visited nine of the twelve
selected galleries and four larger women's art centers peripherally
related to this study, and I interviewed members of two co-ops which
had closed before my research began. During the visits, I tape-
recorded interviews with as many of the current and past members as I
could arrange to see, and provided questionnaires to be returned by
mail for those with whom I could not meet (Appendix A). In this
process I also collected slides and other reproductions of each artist's
work, reviews, articles, catalogues, and any other documentation the
artists or gallery made available. Whenever possible, I studied
the gallery's internal documents as well, such as business meeting
minutes, by-laws, and funding papers. I also researched the public,
printed materials, such as past exhibition announcements and catalogues,
educational-program and special-event descriptions, and publicity.

I am interested in the way the rest of the art community
views the women's co-ops and how widespread their influence is. To
gain a sample of this perspective, I interviewed a variety of other
people when possible: women artists who are not involved in women's

galleries, art historians, critics, and mainstream museum and gallery
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curators, in the same geographical location as each co-op.

There are several problems inherent in the methodology I have
described., First, the questionnaire/interview method produces a
cross-section of a group that depends almost as much on how busy the
subject is, as on his or her interest in the project. Second, among
those who do participate in the research, some answer with more detail
than others, providing an imbalanced amount of information among the
respondents. Third, it is difficult to represent adequately the
viewpoints of all the participants, particularly within very diverse
groups like the cooperatives. However, it is possible with as large
a sampling as I have taken, to recognize how different priorities
have dominated certain group decision-making processes as the times
and the particular memberships in each gallery have changed. This
study will provide an analysis of the ways both the artistic and the
social goals and directions have developed for the various kinds of
personal and political interests the galleries serve.

Another set of concerns which affects contemporary research
involves human nature more than method. Verbal or written responses
to questions involving personal opinions and values or an individual's
recollection of an event can vary from day to day, relative to other
life circumstances and priorities. And, if subjects are wary of
research or publicity, they may edit their thoughts for the public
and their peers, in spite of any guarantees of confidentiality on
sensitive topics. Or the opposite reaction can occur whereby an outside
researcher is trusted as a 'safe' person with whom to vent frustrations

and anger. The responses, then, are inordinately negative and do not
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reflect the subject's total feelings about the research topic.

For these reasons, it should be stated here that I am not interested

in the individual grievances and annoyances felt on an isolated bad

day, or in the euphoric pride felt when a member's career is progressing
unusually smoothly. I am concerned with the patterns of responses

t!}at are most consistently mentioned by the respondents as a whole.

In Part One of this study, I will briefly describe the history
of the Women's Art Movement as it provided the setting for the formation
of the cooperatives and characterize the galleries as they have singly
and collectively developed over the past eight years. In Part Two,

I will cite and discuss the major philosophical and political issues
which have influenced the social and professional goals of these art
groups. Finally, in Part Three, I will describe some of the primary
effects of the cooperative gallery membership on an individual's art-

making, her professional visibility, and her career opportunities.
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Notes

1‘l‘»‘rofessizmal woman artist' will be used here, as it is in
most literature of the Women's Art Movement, to describe an artist
who considers her art-making a serious occupation and who seeks an
audience for it within a contemporary, progressive-art community.
In keeping with the philosophy of the women's movement, the emphasis
on commercial success and/or fame that is generally associated with
'professionals' has been eliminated. Instead the re-definition
stresses a woman's commitment to her art. See Anne Lasoff, "Writing
in the Real World," in Working It Out, ed. Sara Ruddick and Pamela
Daniels (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), p. 210; Melinda Terbell,
"The First Invitational Show," Womanspace Journal 1(April-May 1973):
18,

2Hey:eafter, these groups will be interchangeably referred to as
'cooperatives,' 'co-ops', or 'collectives'; and though not all of
these organizations have a 'gallery' space, this term will be used
for any of these exhibiting associations of artists when I speak in
general about the sample groups of this study.

3'l'here has been at least one earlier women's cooperative gallery
in the history of alternative art spaces, a New York City group called
Gallery 15, founded in 1958. It was not, however, limited to women
members, although no male artists chose to join. See Jeannette Feldman,
"The First Women's Co-op,' Women Artists News 4(February 1979): 10.

bThe press has contributed to this attitude. The article announc-
ing the opening of Chicago's two women's collectives was headlined,
"Consciousness Raising on Ontario Street? Chicago Women's Galleries
and the Women's Movement.' See Devonna Pieszak and Bonnie MacLeod,
The New Art Examiner 1(November 1973): 3. 'Putting the Ms. in Arts"
vas the title of a review of an early women's show at the Berkeley
Art and Garden Center. See Brenda Richardson, "Berkeley and the
Women's Movement," Museum News 51(March 1973): 43.

5W.R. Hegeman, "WARM, Artists Who Came in from the Cold,"
Minneapolis/St. Paul Twin Cities Reader, 30 September 1977, p. 6;
Lucy R. Lippard, "More Alternate Spaces: The L.A. Woman's Building,"
Art in America 62(May-June 1974): 85-86; Pieszak and MacLeod, p. 3.

6Blue Greenberg, "No. Carolina's Center Gallery: A Progressive
Women's Co-op," Art Voices South 3(March-April 1980): 52-54; Franz
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BEGINNINGS OF THE WOMEN'S ART MOVEMENT:

NEW YORK AND THE WEST COAST

The first women's cooperative art exhibition organizations
emerged from the very active, rapidly expanding Women's Art
Movement of the early 19705.1 Many types of associations, planned
to improve the professional position of women in the arts, had
their origins and sometimes even their peak years in this time
span: political art meetings, both independent ones and those
that were divisions of larger organizations; small consciousness-
raising sessions; schools and special classes; and large artists-
resource centers providing training, support and art audiences.

New publications and exhibitions which focused on women in the arts
also appeared.

The explosion of activity began in New York City, but the
women artists of the West Coast followed almost immediately with
their own multiple, organized efforts to end sex discrimination
in the art world. In surveying the major events in this early
history, first in New York and then on the West Coast, one realizes
the intensity and vigor of the artistic environment in which the
first women's cooperative galleries were founded.

In New York, the formative years of the Women's Art Movement
were from 1969 to 1972. 1In that time, the Art Worker's Coalition

(AWC) and the Figurative Artists Alliance (FAA), two artists'
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political protest groups, supplied many of the women activists who led
the formation of the first separatist associations of the Movement.
The male-dominated AWC and FAA each failed to respond to the serious
professionél concerns of many of their women members, and those women
who felt fundamentally ignored left. As art writer Jean Grillo states,
"Women artists never started out to consciously isolate themselves;
they just kept finding themselves isolated by others. Tired of ex-
clusion, they looked for an all:ernative."2

The AWC was formed in January 1969 to protest infringements on
artists' rights by the mainstream art system, racial discrimination
against minority artists, and the United States involvement in the
Viet Nam War.3 When member Juliette Gordon was ridiculed by the male
artists for suggesting the AWC should also fight sexist discrimination
in the art world, she began to organize other like-minded women of
the group. They founded a women's caucus, Women Artists in Revolution
(WAR), in late 1969. Through their consciousness-raising meetings
they realized they could not expect significant support in achieving
their goals as women artists from AWC, as they 'were still expected
to type letters written by men and to address the envelopes, leaving
the important decisions about goals and strategies of the artists'
movement largely to men."4

WAR held regular Monday night meetings for a year at Museum, A
Project for Living Artists, in Manhattan. However, although it was
supportive, Museum was a male-directed art center, and the WAR women
wanted their own meeting place. In the spring of 1970, they founded
a graphics and silk-screen workshop and moved to a former firehouse

on Manhattan's Lower East Side. Joining them at the new location was
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Feminists in the Arts, a literary and performance arts group. The two
organizations began planning a center to house workshops for women
in all the visual, performing, and literary arts. After long negoti-
ations, and finally confrontations, with the New York State Council
on the Arts, the Women's Interart Center (WIC) was funded, and it
opened in 1971 in an old warehouse structure on West 52nd Street in
New York.5 Since its inception, the WIC has offered classes, exhibi-
tions, performances, and discussions for its members and the interested
public. It also maintains a valuable archive of slides of art work
by women, as well as video- and audio-tapes documenting interviews,
conferences, and speeches of the Women's Art Movement.

Similar to the formation of WAR, the Women's Caucus of the FAA
vas created in disillusionment with the larger organization's sexist
policies. The Caucus began in the spring of 1969, initially organized
by Patricia Mainardi, an artist and one of the earliest feminist art
writers. Mainardi was also a member of another women's splinter group,
the Redstocking Artists, formerly a part of Students for a Democratic
Society (SDS).6 Her radical feminist, Marxist views were revealed in
the newspaper she edited in the fall of 1969. This one-page paper,
whose motto was "Forward to Tokenism," made public the sexism of the FAA.
Under Mainardi's leadership, the Caucus succeeded in arranging a show
for its members in December 1970 at the International House and in
holding a women artists' panel at the FAA in January 1971. This is
not to indicate that the FAA came to fully accept the Caucus, however;
the panel, "Women Artists and the Male Tradition of the Nude," drew
extremely hostile reactions from the men in the audience.

With the establishment of these first women's art organizations,
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activities in the New York Movement increased dramatically in number.
Some women belonged to two or more of the new groups simultaneously,
influences and ideas overlapped, and some of the political efforts were
collaborative. The New York area community of artists was certainly
large enough to support the different groups, each with its own
esthetic and political priorities and goals.

In 1970, many members of WAR and the Women's Caucus of the FAA
joined together to protest the sexist selection of works in the Whitney
Museum of American Art's Annual Exhibition.8 Feminist art writer and
novelist Lucy Lippard and artist Brenda Miller organized this concen-
trated effort against the museum through a newly-formed, second off-
shoot of the AWC, the Ad Hoc Women's Committee (AHWC).9 New York women
activists combined forces to demand a fifty-percent representation of
women in the Annual. The Whitney refused what it saw as a quota system,
and a long series of pickets and 'guerrilla acts'10 ensued throughout
the late fall while the Annual was on view. The tactics were moderately
successful, subsequent Annuals (and now Biennials) representing a better
percentage, but still not fifty percent, of women artists.

The Whitney was not the only New York art establishment to be
confronted in 1970. WAR members made public demands that every New
York museum must: have a women's exhibition by 1972, the art works
to be chosen by drawing lots; include fifty percent women artists by
1975; "and make a public statement, an act of commitment against racism,

12
sexism, repression, and war."

By 1971, there was an obvious need for a communication system
to record this jumble of Movement activities, and several small publi-

cations were established. Lucy Lippard, Los Angeles artist Judy Chicago,
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and artist Ellen Lanyon of Chicago organized the West-East-Bag (WEB)

newsletter, "An International Liaison Network of Women Artists.”" It

had chapters in many cities, each responsible for publishing the news-
letter on a rotating, monthly basis.13 Several members of the Redstock-
ing Artists began producing the journal, Women in Art, in December 1971,
with the purpose of reconstructing women's art history and confronting
sexism in the current art world. The journal only lasted for two issues
before disagreements among the editors over the Marxist orientation led
to a split in the group and the end of the publication. The non-Marxist

faction established the Feminist Art Journal, whose first issue appeared
4

in April 1972.%
New women artists' groups continued to appear during this heyday

of the Movement in New York. As artist Nancy Spero recalls, "the whole

process of women's self-realization and women's politicization was

happening...so rapidly that it was like time speeded up. And things

continued that way, one shock on top of anot:her."15 In April 1971,

Women in the Arts (WIA) was formed. It directed its efforts toward

the inclusion of women artists in the mainstream art system by protest

demonstrations and by publishing the sexist exhibition records of

galleries and museums, while operating its own meeting and gallery

space. Women Students and Artists for Black Art Liberation (WSABAL),

led by artist Faith Ringgold, began its work against racist and sexist

art world practices in 1970. In 1971, "Where We At," Black Women Artists

Group, held the first black women artists' show at the Martin Luther

King Gallery in midtown Manhattan. Member artist Kay Brown said the

purpose of the group was to create more unity among black women by

exploring the roles, expectations and myths that influence their li\res.16
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Exhibitions of art by women, often organized by the artists
themselves, . became more and more common in New York during these years.
The two earliest ones were X To the Twelfth Power (Xlz) and Mod Donn
Art in 1970. Xlz, including some WAR artists, opened at Museum in
February. Art writer Cindy Nemser calls this show the first openly
feminist art exhibition.18 Vernita Nemec, one of the show's organizing
artists, defines their goals:

When artist Carolyn Mazzello and I first conceived the idea

for having an all women's show, we were not consciously

making a political, feminist gesture. We wanted to show

our work, and the idea of having a show of only women ar-

tists was to make the point that making art is not a sex-~

linked characteristic, but a matter of individual ability.19

Press coverage of the show was abundant. However, to the participants,
"many of the critics' reactions sounded angry...and in turn, they re-
garded us as angry."zo A press debate over the validity of the exhi-
bition's intentions resulted. Though the conflict was an emotionally-
1
draining experience for the participating artists, X 2 attracted addi-
tional public attention to the Movement.
12

X" was followed in May by the Mod Donn Art Exhibition of eleven
vomen artists at the Shakespeare Festival Public Theater in Manhattan.
The group’s political position was made clear in their program:

In the male dominated art world, female artists are considered

dabblers, their art is 'feminine,' thus unworthy to be judged

as real art... We no longer need the approval of the male in

the art world to value ourselves as artists. Human life is the

interaction of two sexes and art must be the expression of the

total human world.2l

Another effort to increase the number of exhibitions of women's

art was the Registry of Women Artists, a slide collection of art by

women, instituted by the AHWC in 1971. This was an important new

concept in the Movement. It was hoped that 'ignorance of women artists'
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could no longer be used as an excuse for galleries and museums that
excluded them. As it was advertised in 1971:

The registry is providing a way for women stuck in the suburbs

or outside of art centers to have their work considered in

those centers... It is being used by curators, writers, who

are beginning to acknowledge the existence of good work by

women but don't know where to start looking.22

Although many women's art works had become much more visible in
the New York art community through the efforts described here, artists
were not content with infrequent group show opportunities and picket-
ing. Seeing the city already overstocked with artists competing for
very limited gallery space, some women sought a new solution: Artists
In Residence (AIR) Gallery, the first women's cooperative, opened in
New York City's Soho on 16 September 1972. The idea for the collective
had originated with AHWC Artist Barbara Zucker. She, co-organizer
Susan Williams, and four other artists formed a core group in December
1971 to identify other possible members using the newly-created Registry
of Women Artists and their own personal contacts. By March, the collective
was complete with twenty members, a half-time gallery coordinator, Kasha
Linville and a video expert, Hermine Fried. Planning began and the
three months of summer were spent finding and renovating the former
machine shop/prospective gallery on Wooster Street.23

AIR offered each member one-half of a two-women show, for two
and one-half weeks, in the first exhibition season. High quality art
vas the co-op's first priority, but the members also took part in
consciousness-raising discussions of various other concerns of women
artists. The gallery began presenting public lectures, workshops and
performances in their Monday Night Programs in 1972.24

The shows and programs AIR offered in the first year were valuable,
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proving to the public that talented women artists were indeed working,
and keeping that art work constantly visible. AIR has served an equally
important function nationally, as a model. The new co-ops that were
established during the rest of the 1970s were based both on AIR as an
immediate organizational prototype, and on the philosophies of feminism
and collective action bred in the West Coast women's art groups, to
which this discussion now turns.

The first activities of the Women's Art Movement began in
California only slightly later than those in New York City, the early
development spanning 1970 to 1975. Like the New York artists, the
West Coast women were joining together in personally and professionally
supportive art groups, and they were interested in confronting sexism
in the mainstream art institutions. The West Coast Movement added
a dimension not present in the New York scene, however: the education
of the woman artist.

Judy Chicago was responsible for originating the first radically
innovative methods of art instruction for women.25 In the fall of 1970,
she offered her first women's art classes at Fresno State College. She
hoped that by making the courses gender-specific and by moving them
to off-campus locations, she could reduce the pressures on the students
from male peers and teachers to behave and make art according to the
dominant male value system. She wanted the students to find 'their own'
art, based on their 'inherent' sensibilities, as well as on their societal
conditioning as women. Toward that end, consciousness-raising and other
self-discovery techniques were basic to her classes.26 As one student

described the process, "It forced us to take our work seriously and

, 27
to make a commitment to ourselves as artists."
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Chicago left Fresno in 1971 and went to the California Institute
of the Arts in Valencia, where she joined Miriam Schapiro for the
next two years in establishing the Feminist Art Program (FAP). During
the first term, the Cal Arts classes produced "Womanhouse," the first
collaborative art exhibition based on women's domestic experiences.
Under Chicago's and Schapiro's leadership, twenty-one students spent
November and December completely renovating a condemned mansion and
transforming it into a woman's environment, "as homage to all those
women who have thrown their creative energies into decorating a house,
feathering a nest."28 The students presented their fantasies and
memories of 'home' in the rooms and grounds of the house. They depicted
the recurrent themes of women's lives: nurturing, pleasing others,
maintaining collections of domestic paraphernalia, fearing old age,
waiting.29 Politically, the series of performances and the exhibition
itself made a pointed statement about the societal roles of women, "a
sharp critique of the confinement of female creativity to a limited
SPhere."30 Practically, the project demanded a diligence from the
students unusual in most art programs, requiring that they learn many
new skills: how to exhibit art, collaborate on projects, bargain with
lumber sales people, replace windows and wiring. Professionally, the
women organized their first exhibition and learned to cope with feed-
back from the public.31 Womanhouse opened to an audience of hundreds
on 30 January 1972 and was on view for the month of February. It
received considerable press attention and thus was very influential
in creating a nationwide awareness of the controversial West Coast
32

Movement .

In spite of its success, there were serious conflicts between
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the two leaders and among the students concerning the FAP's
philosophy and goals, as well as its relationship to Cal Arts.
Chicago left the program in 1973. Schapiro continued, but with a
reduced schedule of classes. During the next two years of the pro-
gram, Schapiro directed two important students' publications:

Anonymous Was a Woman: A Documentation of the Women's Art Festivalj
Anonymou

A Collection of Letters to Young Women Artists in 1974; and Art: A

Woman's Sensibility, The Collected Works and Writings of Women Artists

in 1975. The FAP closed in 1975, although women's classes continued to
be offered under artist Joyce Aiken. Consciousness-raising was still
an important component of the courses, as was the requirement to pro-
duce a public exhibition at each semester's end.33

The FAP experience at Cal Arts reconfirmed a strongly-felt need
among many of the Los Angeles area feminist artists to be independent
of male-oriented educational institutions. Sheila de Bretteville said,
regarding her decision to quit teaching the Women's Design Program at
Cal Arts, "I came to realize the ability of the dominant culture to
annihilate a positive act, and to change and misuse the orginal mean-

ings and intents of foms."y'

To meet this need for self-determination,
the Feminist Studio Workshop (FSW), the first independent, feminist
art-training program, opened in the fall 1972, under the direction of
Chicago, de Bretteville and art historian Arlene Raven. Essentially,

"FSW made an educational program out of the experiments in and principles
of feminist art education gathered in the Programs at Cal Arts and Fresno,"
with a built-in, on-going system of evaluation and modification of the

35

instructional plan.

In the fall 1970, at approximately the same time as Chicago's
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first Fresno classes, a very important organization of women artists
was established in Los Angeles. In contrast to the educational focus
of the previously-mentioned groups, the Los Angeles Council of Women
in the Arts (LACWA) had a political and professional orientation. Its
several hundred members, led by New York artist Joyce Kozloff, were
intent on confronting the unequal representation of women artists in
major museum exhibitions. They were particularly critical of the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, with its all-male "Art and Technology"
show on view during the spring 1971.

The LACWA's June 1971 report listed statistics proving consis-
tent sexist discrimination at the museum for the previous ten years:
four percent women artists in the group shows, less than two percent
in the solo shows. Some of the twelve proposals included in the report
were that: half of all contemporary art shown at the museum be by
women, including one-artist shows and the works acquired for the per-
manent collection; the museum purchase works by past women artists
to assure a better balance in the historical part of the permanent
holdings; and half of the Board of Trustees and museum positions at
every level be filled by women. Other demands countered those power-
vielding policies in the mainstream which infringed on artists' rights
in general, such as resale and royalty agreements. Another area of
recommendations focused on educational programs, suggesting that
women's art history be included in all museum classes and that fifty
percent of all scholarships, grants and prizes be awarded to wl)men.a6
The museum did respond, however minimally, by organizing a four-women
show in 1972 and proposing a retrospective of women's art in 1974.37

A statistical study completed in 1976 revealed no significant changes
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in general museum sexist practices, however.38

The LACWA also served as an early meeting ground for area women
artists, and many personally and professionally rewarding liaisons
were formed. Out of their consciousness-raising groups and informal
gatherings grew enthusiasm and support for many other women artists'
activities in Los Angeles. The LACWA stopped further political action
in the spring 1972. Many of its former members, now organized as the
Ad Hoc Women Artists Group, began plans for the next big project,
'"Womanspace. '

The idea of establishing the West Coast's first women's art
center and gallery had been developing for two years. In January 1973,
Womanspace actually opened, in its converted laundromat space, to an
audience of over two thousand. Membership, which soon grew to several
hundred, was open to any interested woman who paid the minimal dues.
Unlike a cooperative gallery, members were not guaranteed a show of
their art. Instead, a rotating exhibition committee juried member
shows from slides. There was also an open-wall space where four mem-
bers at a time could hang their own work for one-week periods. 1In
addition to exhibitions, Womanspace sponsored classes, lectures, open
discussions of art issues and forums for the performance, dance and
literary arts. It also published three issues of Womanspace Journal,
from February to August, 1973.39

The next phase to develop in the West Coast Movement drew to-
gether the various educational and professional interests already
mentioned here. The Feminist Studio Workshop leased the former
Chouinard Art School building in Los Angeles, sublet spaces to other

compatible women's groups and called itself the Woman's Building.
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The feminist 'conglomerate' opened on 28 November 1973. For the first
time, in the Woman's Building with its constituent organizationms,
"women...had control of all aspects of the art-making process, from
education through exhibition.”40 Besides the FSW, other original
occupants of the Building were the Sisterhood Bookstore, Womanspace,
the Los Angeles Feminist Theater, the Associated Women's Press,
Women's Improvisation, the first private all-women's Gallery 707 and
two cooperative gallery spaces, Grandview I and II.

The Grandview collectives had thirty to forty member artists.
Many of them were former members of Womanspace who had left that group
in search of higher quality exhibitions and solo show opportunities.
At Grandview, each artist had a one-woman, month-long show twice every
three years and a place in the annual group show. Membership was by
selection based on personal recommendations, interest in a women's
gallery and the ability to pay membership fees. Although the group
operated from November 1973 to June 1975, there was always such a
diversity of priorities that its membership divided into conflicting
factions. Dissatisfaction arose over the uneven quality of the shows
and the limited audience at the Woman's Building. The co-ops tried
to formulate an esthetic and political position to which all of the
members ascribed and found that they could not. Thus, when the build-
ing was sold in October 1974 and the Woman's Building was forced to
relocate to Spring Street, Grandview I and II disbanded.“ Some of
the former co-op members remained in the Woman's Building and joined
together in Double X, a group 'more interested in exploring feminist
alternatives in making and showing art than in having its own gallery

space. n42




s
Nl

iy



s
26

Other tenants of the Woman's Building changed over the years.
In June 1974, Womanspace closed, due, in part, to critical financial
problems. Just as important to the gallery's demise were deep philo-
sophical conflicts among the members: questions of feminist politics,
commercialism and artistic quality.ll3 The Woman's Building Community
Gallery took its place. Gallery 707 also closed after the first year
since the inconvenient location of the barrio Spring Street building
caused a severe decline in business. Some of the other groups which
have been housed in the Woman's Building at various times are: a
graphics lab, the Los Angeles chapter of the National Organization
for Women (NOW), the Center for Feminist Historical Studies, the
Lesbian Art Project and the Los Angeles Women's Video Center. Ome
of the biggest projects in the building has been the Extension Program,
coordinated by Helen Roth and Mary Yakutis. It offers a wide variety
of classes and workshops, providing a '"unique space for historical
and theoretical study of women's contribution to culture and the develop-
ment of communication skills."44 Periodically since its beginnings,
the Woman's Building has sponsored conferences for women--writers,
designers, video artists--and thus helped to establish its reputation
nationally as well as locally. The Building's diversity has been both
a positive and negative factor. It offers a very wide variety of
services; but some believe it may attempt too much, straining its
organizational capacities.45

The ideological foundation of the Woman's Building has come to
characterize the formative years of the West Coast Movement. In com-
Parison to the early Movement in New York, it is clear that there are

similarities in the styles and/or purposes of some of the women's art
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activities: confronting major local museums and providing support,
communication and exhibition opportunities for women artists. However,
important differences are also evident. These dissimilarities in
specific focal points of the East and West Movements can be understood
by examining four of the major philosophical tenets of the Woman's
Building.

First, as previously described, there was a high priority on
influencing the education and early development of women as artists
in Los Angeles.% This is unlike the New York scene, where early
Movement activities were directed against the mainstream art system
in support of the professional woman artist, already trained and
'on the market'.

Second, there was an interest, in those innovative educational
programs, in exploring women's forms of creativity. This idea of
'female imagery' was one of the most controversial theoretical issues
of the Movement, and, not surprisingly, ''something most artists in
New York opposed".47 New York's reputation makes it a city where art-
ists go to prove their unique talents, as critic Donald Kuspit says,
"where the individuality of their art could be brought to fruition,
however intense the struggle to do so."48 Any art labels which are

feared to diminish that individuality are rejected. In addition, the

avant garde art of New York's mainstream system has been self-referential

'art about art', not politics. As critic Carter Ratcliff states, "New
Yorkers seriously committed to art--or the art world--tend to view with
suspicion any attempt to integrate art values with values of any other
sol't."l'9 And when politics does provide images for anti-mainstream

art, New York's tradition is in support of Marxism, not feminism, ever
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since the days of the AWC, the Art Strike and other early group
actions, California artist Eleanor Antin said that New York feminism
is "contaminated" with Marxism, but:

in California, feminism has been more a social, political and
psychological thing about what it means to be a woman in this
society, a particular woman, an artist... Which doesn't imply
that the artwork coming out of it is necessarily better, only
that very real political questions are often considered. The
only kind of politics Southern California has is feminism,20

Miriam Schapiro who has lived in both New York and Los Angeles
feels the less tradition-bound atmosphere in Los Angeles is conducive
to feminist art-making:

The culture was malleable, all ideas floating in the art
world were acceptable, no one asked for accountability

for new ideas. All those qualities that made L.A. easy to
live in, and which make New Yorkers uneasy, provided mother's
milk for the new outsiders--'the women artists'--who needed
to form a culture of their own. Since the male artists lacked
a tradition of taking their own ideas seriously and playing
them out against a world setting, they now neither took the
feminist ideas seriously or unseriously...New York being a
more complex message center than L.A., the men have always
been interested in art issues. It has been difficult for

us to free ourselves from the intellectual seductiveness

of their ideas and the ways in which they expressed them-~
selves--to clarify our own feminist goals.

A third West Coast characteristic is a much greater interest in
collaborative art projects than New York women artists have. Sheila
de Bretteville states the dominant feminist California stance:

I think many of the forces that are active on an indi-

vidualistic point of view within our culture are forces

which are viable and should not be turned off but which

can be redirected and actually have greater fruits if they

were to be done on a collective base.32
Lucy Lippard believes the Los Angeles women have more of a collective
spirit because of the unrelentingly '"macho" social and professional

53

environment that surrounds them. The more dominating the mainstream,

the less able one feels to change it, and the more crucial is the feeling
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of working together in the alternative system, to make a supportive

community where there was none. Of course collaborative art ventures

would be less attractive to the New York individualist traditiom.

Additionally, New York's shifting communities of artists--the Soho
and Tribeca regions of lower Manhattan, since the late 1960s--supply

some sense of close peer relationships that the geographically more
In part, collabora-

widespread artists of the Los Angeles area lack.
tive art-making diminished the isolation the West Coast women felt,

Finally, a fourth goal in the Los Angeles Movement has been to
build an alternative art structure and a supportive community of women

where the participants would not only grow and develop, but also stay.

Artist Martha Rosler writes:
The Woman's Building shares the outlook of culturally oriented
movements, which stress separatism and a voluntary change in
material culture and in the organization of private life (and
perhaps work), rather than an active program of mass education

and the seeking of political power. That is, they stress the
development of alternative institutions rather than a struggle

for control of existing ones.-”%

While this was true of some women artists in New York, most of them
sought a way to be treated fairly within the mainstream and saw the

separatist organizations primarily as filling temporary needs; or, as
artist Sally Brown said, recalling a speech by Judy Chicago, "New York
54

women want a piece of the pie and California women wanted a new pie."

Cindy Nemser defends the New York position:

In contrast to the scarcity of museums and galleries on the
West Coast, New York provides an abundance of exhibition

space for its artist community. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that the many women who had been standing at the palace
5

gates for years were now determined to get a place at court. 6
Of course, this comparative analysis of the New York and West Coast
early Movement is generalized. The media and mobility of people greatly
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reduce the regional dissimilarities between any two modern cities.
In recent years, New York women made Sister Chapel, a major colla-
borative art piece in 1978; the Feminist Art Institute, modelled

after the West Coast prototypes, began classes in New York in 1979;

and there are many other instances of duplicated processes, city to

city.
Still, the early Movement activities in each location, culmina-

ting for the purposes of this study in AIR Gallery and the Woman's Building,

left their specific marks on the co-ops which would eventually form the

network of collectives considered here.
AIR provided the structure, adopted in part from New York's

early tradition of co-ops, that the later collectives have followed
with only slight individual variations. The galleries are separatist,

their twenty to thirty members chosen according to the quality of their

Each member is given a three- to four-week unjuried show

art works.
The costs in money, time and responsi-

once or twice every two years.
bility for operating the collectives are equally shared, with a system

of rotating steering committees directing the groups' democratic de-
cision-making. Part of the costs are defrayed by occasional grants
to sponsor public educational programs. The co-ops' main purpose is

to make their members' art more visible and not to support political

issues, although art world sexism, racism and the capitalistic commer-

cial gallery system are complaints of many members.
The contributions of the Woman's Building to the co-ops are less
specific than AIR's, but very influential. It has supplied the co-ops

with a perspective, and a style of rhetoric, for considering many ele-
Although, as I have

meénts of feminist ideology within an art context.
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stated, the collectives have not made feminism their primary considera-
tion, their explorations of such issues as 'female' images and forms,
self-sufficient separatist alternative institutions and artistic colla-
boration have been influenced by direct precedents in the Woman's Building

Not only AIR and the Woman's Building, but also many other organ-

izations of the Women's Art Movement continue to influence the develop-

ment of the cooperative galleries. However, for present purposes,

the remainder of this discussion will be limited to the cooperative

galleries as they have developed in their various regions of the

country from these auspicious beginnings.57
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973): 34.
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Z'Interviews with Dotty Attie (13 October 1978) and Nancy Spero
(18 October 1978), both of AIR Gallery, New York City, were very
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(Garden City, New Jersey: Doubleday, 1977).
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29Ibid., pp. 17-20.
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0f the women's organizations mentioned, and for whose futures

I did not account, the following have closed or become largely inactive:

WAR, WSABAL, the Women's Caucus of the FAA, and the Feminist Art Journal.

Notable among the many new associations founded since the mid-1970s is
the Coalition of Women Artists Organizations (CWAO), founded in 1977.
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DECENTRALIZATION

The ideas of the Women's Art Movement which developed in New
York City and the Los Angeles area spread quickly in the early 1970s,
and they have expanded to national awareness in the art community
during the past decade. In this process, many groups have adopted
the women's cooperative gallery format to advance their professional
and esthetic development. By 1977, the twelve collectives included
in this study had been established, in many types of locations, from
large metropolitan art centers to very small towns and in every geo-
graphical region.1 Each co-op evolved along slightly different lines,
responding to the various artistic and political conditions of its
specific environment. Such local considerations included the availa-~
bility of a peer community, the attitude of the public toward 'alter-
native' structures, and the quality of the art coverage in the media.
Although no consistent and comprehensive exchange of information has
taken place among the collectives, the multi-faceted communication
system which has grown along with the larger Movement kept women
artists at least minimally aware of the various co-ops' activities.

Movement news has been disseminated primarily in women's art
publications and through the many women artists' groups and university
art or women's studies departments across the country which have
sponsored relevant conferences, shows, lectures and workshops. Both

methods have led to a system of personal interactions, national in

36
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scope, among women in the arts.
Since 1971 when the earliest women's art periodicals, Women and
Art and the WEB newsletter appeared,2 there have been several special-
ized magazines which cover various aspects of the Movement. Following

the general emphasis of Women and Art, the quarterlies Feminist Art

Journal (1972-77) and Womanart (1976-78) primarily published rev-
isionist art history and criticism. In 1977, two quarterly journals,
Chrysalis and the collectively-published Heresies, began their valuable
analyses of esthetic and political concerns pertaining to women. Two
other quarterlies, Calyx (1976) and Helicon Nine (1979) include liter-
ary and visual art by women and related discussions. The newest publi-

cation, the semiannual Woman's Art Journal (1980) deals with a wide

range of art history and contemporary women's art subjects. All of
these periodicals are important for presenting the great variety of
theories and activities of the Movement to a growing number of interested

women artists. The Women Artists News (1975) has been the most inform-

ative, in terms of relaying otherwise hard-to-find details of panels,
lectures, shows and other art events, especially but not exclusively
in the New York City area.3 Although the circulation of this and other
publications has been relatively small compared to that of mainstream
art periodicals, they, along with the various newsletters produced by
women's art cent:ers',4 have greatly widened the national community of
women artists.

In addition to sharing written information, many artists of the
Movement have had opportunities to meet and discuss common concerns
at the hundreds of women's workshops, seminars and exhibitions held

around the United States during the last ten years. Group and exchange

|
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shows that traveled outside of New York and Los Angeles introduced
the concept of separatist exhibits to new locales.5 The women who
showed together as well as those in the audience could interact and
begin to identify a community of peers.

Conferences on women in the arts were other arenas in which
women found each other, discussed goals and planned possible solutions
to their professional problems. The precedent for formal meetings of
this sort was the national Conference of Women in the Visual Arts at
the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D. C., in April 1972. It
was organized by Mary Beth Edelson and Cynthia Bickely in response to
the exclusion of women artists from that year's Corcoran Biem:xial.6
Since then, many other full conferences and other segments of the
annual meetings of mixed-gender art organizations, have been devoted
to women's political and artistic concerns. Most consistently notable
have been the yearly meetings of the Women's Caucus for Art, until 1974
a division of the College Art Associat:ion.7

As more and more women's art organizations were formed, they
became valuable resource centers, many of them housing slide registries,
libraries and archives of Movement documents. Interested women, some-
times those who wanted to start their own groups, came to the established
ones for advice. Mary Ann Gillies of Soho 20 Gallery, New York, said:

In the beginning, you can't imagine the numbers of women's

studies groups which kept writing to us, the number of

questionnaires sent by this college or that. A lot of our
energy was sapPed the first gear just trying to answer

people's questions about us.

Often the art centers sponsored lectures by prominent women in the
Movement, 1like Judy Chicago, Lucy Lippard, Miriam Schapiro, Marcia

Tucker and others. This type of connection has helped in several
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ways, the invited lecturers serving as role models and professional
contacts, as well as more personal sources of information concerning
national women's art activities. Susan Michod, member artist of
Chicago's Artemesia cooperative, says that Marcia Tucker's visit to
her gallery in 1974 was:

a most exciting program. I, for one, went home ready to

paint all night. She showed slides of hundreds of super

women, many of whom I had never heard of, of all ages and
from all over the country, some from 'unheard-of' towns.

The quality and variety of the work was so impressive and

her enthusiasm was so great; it melted away recurring

frustrations we feel in the art world. The work is what

matters.?

This kind of experience, duplicated as the Movement reached
more women, has inspired groups of artists in every region of the
country to organize their own cooperative galleries. The form of these
new collectives was based on the immediate needs of the local artists,
More than region, the type of location--whether urban, suburban, or
rural--had an effect on the experiences and structure of the women's
art exhibition groups. Of this study's twelve cooperatives, three
vere in the country's 'art capital,' New York City (AIR, Soho 20, the
Floating Gallery); one was founded in the suburbs (Central Hall); five
vere located in major cities other than New York (Artists, Residents
of Chicago [ARC] Gallery, Artemesia, Grandview I and II, Women Artists
Registry of Minnesota [WARM] Gallery, MUSE Gallery); and the remaining
three operated in small, university-influenced towns or cities (Front
Range Women in the Visual Arts, Hera, Center/Gallery). Each kind of
atmosphere presented the resident co-op artists with a generally uni-

forn set of advantages and disadvantages.

New York City, as the acknowledged center of contemporary visual
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arts, provides a unique environment for the artist. Its art community
offers more opportunities than does any other: exhibitions; a wide
variety of resources in schools, libraries and museums; every imagin-
able art supply; a large number of professional peers; extensive media
coverage of art. Of course, for these reasons, it has also attracted
more resident artists than has any other city, all competing for
‘artistic success.' Even though the gallery system is extensive, it
is still inadequate to exhibit the work of all the skilled professional
artists in New York. 1In fact, artist-run exhibiton spaces have a thirty-
year history there, in response to these overcrowded conditions.10 AIR,
Soho 20 and the Floating Gallery were part of this cooperative tradi-
tion. Then, when they opened in New York, they were so well-accepted
that waiting lists for potential members became necessary. The New York
co-ops can concentrate on high quality exhibitions and leave the more
political activities to other organizations such as the WIA, since the
artists community is large enough to support specialized endeavors
within the Movement.

Some disadvantages for the co-op artists are also related to
the vast art system of New York. It is expensive in its overcrowded-
ness, making the memberships costly in the collectives which have their
own galleries.11 The co-ops have a 'poor second' reputation among some
critics, so their shows may be the last chosen for coverage in the
press. The Floating Gallery, for instance, received almost no critical
attention during its five years in New York, although AIR and Soho 20
have been fairly regularly reviewed. And, although New York is accus-
tomed to professional women, so that women artists do not face the same

Strict roles as they do in rural America, they are still discriminated
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against in the mainstream art world.12 In short, it is possible and
enticing to strive for the heights of artistic recognition in New York,
but it is also very easy to be overlooked in the high-pressure crowd.

Soho 20 and the Floating Gallery entered the teeming New York
scene following AIR's example.13 Soho 20 opened in October 1973.
Founding artists Mary Ann Gillies and Joan Glueckman, along with bus-
inesswoman Marilyn Raymond, had met through WAR and the AWC. They
"saw AIR, Soho's first women-only gallery, open its doors with some
success and began to undertake a similar set-up, with some carefully

delineated differences.'

Namely, these differences involved in a commit-
ment to diverse, experimental forms of art, not the art that AIR favored,
which they saw as '"abstract, the conceptual--movements more acceptable to
the art establishment."14 The founders searched for more members from

among the Ad Hoc Women's Committee's (AHWC) Registry of Women Artists,

respondents to their Village Vojice advertisement, and personal acquaint-

ances. Soon they had their twenty members and became the second women's
art cooperative in Soho, in their second-floor, former printer's shop
space around the corner from AIR. Unfortunately for Soho 20, AIR

has received most of the publicity and Movement acclaim as the first
vomen's co-op, a fact which has continued to contribute to Soho 20's
'self-image' as second to AIR in quality as well as time.

The Floating Gallery, established in June 1974, was a much
different type of collective from AIR or Soho 20. Artist Ruth Vodicka
invited four others to join her in a small cooperative. The original
core group, including Donna Marxer and Nadine Valenti who became two

of the gallery's coordinators, wanted to limit the size in an attempt
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to avoid the "difficulties encountered when large groups band together,
the inevitable development of power cliques, resentments expressed and
repressed."15 Six more members were selected in 1974 through the AHWC
Registry of Women Artists, and once the group was assembled, no addi-
tions were made to the close-knit collective during the five years of
its existence.

The Floating Gallery artists realized that they had neither the
time and energy nor the financial means required to operate a New York
gallery. Instead, they met in each others' homes or studios and organ-
ized group shows in various spaces such as the Cork Gallery in Lincoln
Center, Rockefeller Center and others. Each member included in an
exhibit contributed equally to the costs, and the group was occasion-
ally awarded small grants which helped to offset the expenses. However,
there was never enough money for proper--and very expensive--advertising.
As a result, the Floating Gallery was one of the artists' groups that
was nearly invisible in the New York scene. The co-op disbanded in
1979, primarily because the energy, needed to continue the constant
search for grants and places to show, was waning.16

To avoid the pressure and distractions of city life, some co-op
artists in this study have chosen to establish their gallery close to
their homes, in the near suburbs of a major art center. They hope to
eliminate daily encounters with the frenetically active urban world
while maintaining relatively easy access to art events and information.
The combination seems perfect at first glance--proximity to art activi-
ties when one chooses to participate and the peaceful quiet of a sub-
urban home or studio in which to work. However, the problems are

numerous. It is difficult to make professional urban connections or
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to attract buyers who usually shop in the city where there is more to
see, Artists of Central Hall Gallery, in Port Washington, Long Island,
a near suburb of New York, have even made special invitations and travel
arrangements in order to bring a city reviewer to see their shows.

Soho Weekly News critic William Zimmer remarked that, unfortunately,

New York area suburban exhibits often get most of their coverage in
the summer when "not much is going on in Manhattan."17

Women artists in the suburbs face additional problems related to
the society's role expectations. As artist Nancy Ungar writes, of
Northern Westchester, outside of Manhattan:

Those few people whom you meet during the day assume you are

a housewife and a mother. They are, and why else would you

be at home? When you go to the city to mingle with fellow

professionals you often find the same assumption. The im-

plication is that once outside New York, you are not a pro-

fessional, but a hobbyist. Ignorance on the home front,

snobbery in the city and_the lack of an artists' community

are terribly isolating.

Central Hall Gallery opened in August 1973. The previous winter,
artists Phyllis Floyd and Benson Woodroofe attended a lecture at AIR
describing how to start a co-op. That meeting sent them searching
for other interested artists. They invited several women from Long
Island who had been included in WIA's "Women Choose Women" show in

1
1973, ? Other contacts were derived from personal recommendations
regarding the quality of an artist's work. There was initial dis-~
agreement about the proposed separatist nature of the gallery; but
ninety percent of the membership application slides were submitted
by very skillful women artists, so the gallery became an all-women's
20

Space.

The primary incentive for forming the co-op was to correct
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the image of the suburban artist as dilettante, "that oft-maligned
creature viewed as a station-wagon-driving menace, her claims to
artistic productivity providing her with even further ridicule."21
It also aimed "to provide an alternmative to the commercial art gallery,
and to dispel the widespread notion that quality art is only to be
found in New York City."22 In fact, Port Washington has become the
home of two other co-op galleries and several commercial ones since
the opening of Central Hall.

Central Hall has had two different exhibition spaces in Port
Washington since 1973. However, at the end of 1979, its members chose not
to renew their lease, and 1980 was spent finding a suitable, affordable
space in Manhattan in which to re-establish the gallery. The much-
debated decision was finally made because of the need for a bigger,
more diverse audience for their shows.

Most of the collective galleries in this study are located in
other major cities with active art communities. They offer many pro-
fessional advantages to the artist: exhibition opportunities, a
gallery and museum system, and a sense of a peer community. Life is
less hectic and less expensive than it is in Manhattan. However, that
city's 'art mystique' has produced what Chicago artist Elaine Gallen
calls the "If-I-am-not-in-New-York-don't-call-me-a-loser syndrome."23
This does not merely point to some sort of artists' paranoia, as there
is a real reluctance of buyers to support local artists wholeheartedly.
Art critic Harold Rosenberg writes, "Out-of-town [non-New York] dealers
Strive to balance representation of local talent with offerings of
New York Names."za Critic Joanna Frueh states that Chicago art buyers

still look to artists of New York or Europe instead of their own for
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'quality investments.' 25

The media in most American cities give notoriously scant
attention to the visual arts. WARM Gallery members Jane Bassuk,
Sandra Taylor and Mari Lyn Ampe call Minneapolis/St. Paul art
coverage of their shows "mixed and spotty" or just "bad," some
think because the 'public is not all that interested in 'alterna-
tive space'" galleries. According to Frueh, Chicago has generally
poor local criticism of most shows unless the exhibits include the
city's famous Imagists. Judith Heep, coordinator and artist at MUSE
Gallery, says there is little coverage of their work in Pl‘n‘.ladelphia.?'6

Women artists encounter a particular set of problems in a city
where comtemporary art is not enthusiastically supported. As Chicago
artist Vera Klement sardonically notes, "Since art isn't considered
a primary pursuit, then women, who are seen as amateurs and hobbyists
anyway can breathe easily in Chicago's at:mosphere."27 0f course, this
simply means that professional women artists have to convince the public
to value serious art before they can even begin to persuade them to
value serious women.

Chicago's ARC and Artemesia galleries were the first two cooper-
atives in this study to be established in a major city other than New
York. They both opened in September 1973. The members who formed the
collectives were originally brought together at an organizational meet-
ing of the Chicago WEB on 9 February 1972. Dissension within the large
group developed over issues of leadership and goal-setting, between
the 'younger' women artists associated with the School of the Art

Institute of Chicago and the 'older' North Shore women who were more

established artists. To unify the two factions, a Chicago show called
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"Women Choose Women' was jointly arranged. Following the exhibitiom,
as ideas for the two cooperatives were being discussed, the old divi-
sions briefly reappeared. However, by the time the collectives began
operations, each included members of both fac1:ions.28 Joy Poe and
Susan Michod initially led the younger artists to form Artemesia Gallery.
Gerda Meyer Bernstein organized the older artists into ARC.

Both the Woman's Building (Los Angeles) and AIR (New York)
were important influences on ARC and Artemesia. Judy Chicago had
lectured at the April 1972 WEB meeting about her experiences in Los
Angeles with Womanhouse and with the planning stages of Womanspace,
Los Angeles' first women's art center. The impact of the educational
projects integral to the Los Angeles Movement especially affected

Artemesia, resulting in "Artemesia Studies."

This program has offered
many classes and apprenticeships for artists, one of them a conscious-
ness-raising workshop reminiscent of the early days of the Feminist
Art Program. Artemesia has typically been viewed as the more politi-
cal of the two galleries, concerned with the overall social and theo-
retical problems of the Women's Art Movement and not only with art
marketing.29
AIR also had an important impact on the two Chicago groups.
Frances Schoenwetter, founding member of ARC, writes, "Perhaps the
vomen's movement, the stimulus of WEB, plus the success and support
of AIR..,combined with the climate of the times served as the catalytic

?30 Former Chicago artist

agents to activate the motion of our birth
and current member of AIR, Nancy Spero, was a close friend of Bernstein's;
and Harmony Hammond, another founder of AIR, was teaching at the Art

Institute. These two New York artists provided the Chicago women with
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information about AIR's structure and operation, and about the problems
it had experienced to date. Both ARC and Artemesia assembled following
AIR's basic organizational model.

The Chicago collectives have been close companions over the
years. They have almost always been neighbors, first on Ontario
Street and now on West Hubbard. They have shared evening programs and
jointly sponsored state-wide art events. They have contributed sig-
nificantly to the Chicago art scene. Franz Schulze, critic, writes,
"To all appearances, ARC and Artemesia have stimulated a kind of
esthetic communication around here that hasn't been exchanged, at
least at the gallery level, within recent memory."31

The Grandview Galleries I and II opened just two months after
the Chicago cooperatives, in the Woman's Building in Los Angeles.
They, of course, emerged from the very active local Movement, and
many of their members were formerly artists from Womanspace. The
Grandview women were also directly influenced by the New York Movement
and adopted the AIR structure. Susan Williams, founding artist of AIR,
spoke at the Woman's Building in 1973. The close association of New
York feminist art critic Lucy Lippard with the Los Angeles leaders also
strengthened the cross-country link. Grandview artists had a strong
support system within the Woman's Building, but unfortunately it was
this insulated atmosphere which contributed to their closing in June
1975,32

It was not until 10 April 1976 that WARM of Minneapolis,
Minnesota, began to include a cooperative art gallery within its
organization, although it has had a much longer history within the

Women's Art Movement as an art resource association. 1In fact, it
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was one of the first women's art groups to be established, with early
if intermittent meetings beginning in 1971. As critic W.R. Hegeman
writes:

Like the antiwar activities of the 1960s, the organizing of

women in the arts began sporadically, with a meeting here,

a conference there, a show by women somewhere else. But

the times were right. More and more women discovered they

shared the common purpose of changing an antiquated, out-

moded social order. The history of WARM is a record of this

discovery.33
WARM organized "The Female Eye,' Minnesota's first feminist art show,
in 1972, and the "Women's Erotic Art Show" in 1973. Like WIA and
the LACWA had done in their own cities, WARM artists researched muse-
um art exhibition statistics, at the Walker Art Center and the Minnesota
Institute of Art, in 1972.

By 1973, the organization was meeting regularly. That year
artist Carole Fisher started teaching a women's art program at the
College of St. Catherine in St. Paul. Judy Chicago, Arlene Raven and
historian Ruth Iskin were participants, representing the Los Angeles
Movement. Their ideas of collective action, consciousness-raising as
art education, and 'female imagery,' stimulated discussion and influ-
enced the thinking of WARM artists. This gallery still has the most
staunchly-collective spirit of the co-ops in this study, a fact attrib-
utable in part to the Los Angeles influences as well as to the "tradi-
tional existence of the co-op movements [farming, crafts and others]
in the Midwest," the rugged climate, and the pioneer spirit for collec-
tive action on many fronts.34

Two events in 1975 firmly engaged the WARM artists in the goal

of establishing a co-op gallery within the larger organization. 1In

the summer, six member artists met several from ARC, Artemesia and
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Soho 20 at the Midwest Women Artists Conference in Michigan. Rachel
Rolon de Clet of Soho 20 and other co-op members held consciousness-
raising groups and discussions about the practical as well as the
theoretical and personal concerns of starting a co-op. The same year,
Carole Fisher and Janice Helloloid attended a conference of women
artists and writers at the Woman's Building. These two experiences
stimulated the WARM core group to search diligently for a gallery.
By December 1975, they had located a former garment-shop space and
gathered their forty artists from among the more than one hundred
members of the mother organization. 1In April 1976, WARM, A Collective
Women's Art Space, opened its first show to the public. Gradually
more and more of the focus of the group went to the gallery segment
of WARM, until in February 1978, the organization had become a
"Gallery with an association of women artists on the side."35

The most recently established large-city co-op of this study
is MUSE Gallery, which opened in Philadelphia in October 1977. During
the same year, that city's chapter of the Women's Caucus for Art (WCA)
was being formed. Some artists involved in that new organization
recognized that their needs for exhibition opportunities would not be
met by the more political emphasis.of the WCA. Nine of them, led by
Judith Heep, decided to form a co-op, which first operated under the
auspices of the WCA and then became a separate entity. Judith Heep
was originally inspired to establish a collective gallery in her city
by a friend, Roberta Richman, who was then the coordinator of Hera
Gallery in Wakefield, Rhode Island. Hera, itself modeled after Soho

36

20, became the structural example for MUSE. In its short history

thus far, MUSE has expanded from the nine founding members to the
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current twenty.

A final type of location relevant to the collectives included
here is the small city or town with strong ties to a local or nearby
university. These places are isolated from national art concerns, but
the universities provide (typically male-dominated) artistic and in-
tellectual stimulation.37 The fast-paced life is absent, but the
artists must trade the large city's rapid information exchange and
its art audience for the time, the cheaper space and easier lifestyle
available in the more isolated location.

The smaller the town and the art system, the more socially
out-of-place a professional woman artist generally feels. She may
find it difficult to acquire supplies or the technological skills she

needs for her art—making.38 And, as might be expected, art coverage

especially in the smaller towns is "grim."39 Because of the isolation
felt by these artists, the co-ops serve equally important functions
as both support groups and exhibition spaces. The co~ops are the only
women's art organizations in their towns, so they include not only
working artists, but other women interested in supporting, viewing
and discussing art as well. They draw their members from the local
community and from the surrounding areas.

The last three collectives in this study are situated in three
such non-art-center, university-oriented towns of different sizes: a
medium~sized city, Boulder, Colorado, home of the University of
Colorado; a small city, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, site of the
University of North Carolina; and the village of Wakefield, Rhode

Island, near Providence, Rhode Island and the Rhode Island School of

Design,

Lt
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In the winter of 1974, Front Range Women in the Visual Arts
was established in Boulder. One graduate and two post-graduate stu-
dents from the University of Colorado received a small grant from
Women in Leadership, a local religious organization, to fund a retreat
for women artists that was designed to build a supportive arts community.
After that successful gathering, participants continued to meet monthly

in each others' homes, using a voluntary rotating leadership system to

plan group exhibits collectively. During the year 1977, Front Range
was funded to operate a gallery which they called Womanspace. It
housed workshops and theater performances as well as exhibitions.
However, the grant was not awarded the next year, and the group, now
numbering approximately thirty, has not had its own exhibition space
since then. Instead, they have used galleries at Weber State College,
the Boulder Fine Arts Center and other instit:utitms.[‘0 The lack of a
'headquarters' gallery may partially account for the poor local press
coverage. According to member Barbara Shark, their shows are reviewed
only "as a direct result of our own request.“l‘1
Center/Gallery is located in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, a much
smaller city than Boulder. Because of its location in the 'Research
Triangle' of Duke University, North Carolina State University and the
University of North Carolina, the Chapel Hill area has an unusually
engaging art community. Critic Blue Greenberg writes that it has
an "artistic sophistication...and freedom more often equated with
anonymous large cities."Az Artist Ann Connor writes, perhaps too
glowingly, that '"Chapel Hill especially (the entire community of
45,000 being university-connected) reminds us of a piece of Greenwich

Village or D.C.'s Georgetown.'" But, she also adds that in North
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Carolina, '"women's caucuses and discussions centering around politics

in art are infrequent at best."43

Considering university-dominated
Chapel Hill, and with male-dominated university faculties being
the national norm, this is not surprising.
Women artists in Chapel Hill also face a regional problem:
"the aristocratic definition of the woman as a 'lady' is still embedded
in the consciousness of the southerner--male and female."44 The
southern woman, even of 'North Carolina, the State of the Arts,'
faces the tradition of paternalistic men; social conditioning dis-
couraging self-promotion that is even stricter than that experienced
by most women in American society; and the attitude that art is an
"exemplary feminine 'accomplishment.'"45
As the name indicates, Center/Gallery is composed of women in-
terested in a center for the exchange of visual arts information and
of working artists who also seek exhibition opportunities. As member
Beatrice Schall writes, '"Center/Gallery is only a 'cooperative' in
the sense that we work together to make the group work. Some of our
members don't even 'make' art but belong to our group to show support."46
The idea of founding the center originated with artist Hollie
Taylor. She was joined by other interested women whom she contacted
at a lecture given by Lucy Lippard at the University of North Carolina
in the spring 1977. They began meeting weekly in each others' homes
as a support organization of thirty women. Their first group exhibi-
tion took place at Guilford College in Greensboro, North Carolina, in
December 1977, 1In November 1978, they rented a small basement space

in Chapel Hill. Finding that location inadequate, in October 1979,

they moved to a second-story gallery in the former Art School building
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in Carrboro, just outside Chapel Hill.

Center/Gallery members have modelled their operation on the
Woman's Building and the Washington, D.C., Women's Art Center. Like
these models, they maintain an open-membership policy. There are no
criteria determining which working-artist members can exhibit. It
is the artist's own decision which determines when she is ''ready"
to show.47

The last cooperative of this study's twelve is Hera Gallery,
located in the village of Wakefield, Rhode Island. It is relatively
distant from the Rhode Island School of Design, in Providence, which
provides most of the area's artistic activities, and its own community
supports almost no other arts events. For artists around Wakefield,
"Living in a rural area further intensified the need for creating
some sort of formal framework within which women working in the arts
nh8
could reach each other.

Hera has felt direct influence from New York: Roberta Richman,
one of the founders and Hera's coordinator for the first five years,
had lived in New York and was a close friend of Lucy Sallick's, one
of Soho 20's original members. Hera is patterned after that New York
example. An advertising brochure for the gallery states its philosophy:

Although our interests and goals lie primarily in the arts

and not as strongly in making political statements about

the status of women, we are doing both simply by existing.

We have exhibited the work of men in group shows and several

men will be involved in special performances. However, our

major goal is in offering these opportunities to women in

the arts.49

Because of the rural environment, Hera has developed along some

atypical lines. Many members feel they have saturated their small

local audience with their art, so some have chosen to curate







54

invitational shows of non-member's work instead of displaying more
of their own art. Hera's artists have offered art classes in various
media as fund-raising projects for the organization. The group has
considered moving the gallery to Providence. However, the move has
not been made, primarily because they fear that a major relocation
and the problem of staffing an away-from-home gallery would take more
time and energy than the group currently has.so

The geographical expansion of the women's cooperative galleries
to almost every area of the country has very positively affected the
Women's Art Movement, spreading exhibition opportunities to many more
artists, Social historian William Chafe, writing about the women's
movement at large, aptly describes the importance of groups such as
the women's collective galleries:

The vitality of the movement lay precisely in the prolifera-

tion of local organizations, each growing out of a parti-

cular concern or experience of different groups of women.

Because such organizations reflected the immediate priorities

of the women who created them, they commanded substantial

loyalty and energy.51

Just as importantly, the decentralization of the co-ops has insured

a more nation-wide public awareness of art by women.
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PART II

PHILOSOPHICAL DIVERSITY AND CHANGE




IDEOLOGICAL AND ORGANIZAT IONAL

PRECEDENT S

It is not surprising that the women's cooperative gallery as
an organizational type developed from the Women's Art Movement of
the 1970s. Most of the principles embodied in the co-ops were
adopted from late 1960s' feminism, whose theories had evolved in
turn from the various, sometimes overlapping, ideologies of many other
American social movement groups. The most recent precedents were the
cooperative galleries of the mid-1950s; Civil Rights organizations;
the 1960s' anti-war, pro-social change coalitions of the New Left,
including related off-shoot protest groups such as the Art Workers'
Coalition (AWC); and others.1 Some of the adopted principles
modified to fit the women's galleries' specific purposes, included
separatist memberships; non-hierarchical, non-competitive, partici-
Patory democracies; and an anti-commercial attitude. As a result
of their unique fusion of all of these philosophies, the co-ops have
operated on a complex, richly interwoven, theoretical basis.

Tracing the precedents for the definitive characteristics of the
women's co-ops and noting the ways in which the original ideas have
been adapted to the galleries' changing needs provide useful insights
into the development of these innovative art associations. While the
Position of each co-op varies in degree on some issues, it is possible

to identify common characteristics of the whole group of galleries:
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first, their widely diverse memberships; second, the theoretical
basis of the co-ops and the precedents for those ideas; and third,
the organizational policies of the galleries and their origins.

The co-op artists who founded and joined the early women's
galleries were typical of participants in other social movements in
several ways. One characteristic they shared was that they were
'young' in their careers, many showing their work professionally for
the first time only after joining the women's galleries. They were
experienced enough, though, to have persomally encountered the problems
of trying to exhibit art in the frustratingly overcrowded commercial
gallery market.2 Depending on the political opinions of the individual
co-op artist, she attributed those difficulties to sexist discrimin-
ation, the "'plight of the contemporary artists' and/or capitalistic
institutions. Whatever her views, the artist sought to rectify the
situation for herself by participating in a collective.

A very large majority of women's co-op artists have been white3
and of a middle class socio-economic backgrourid. This type of member-
ship fits the pattern sociologists like Maren Carden have recognized
in other social movements. The American white middle class generally
has high expectations for their lives, so that when they fail to attain
their goals, their deprivation comes as a shock and they feel cheated.4
It follows that when middle-class white artists feel discriminated
against, their indignation is likely to provide them with the motivation
to join a co-op, and their economic position can usually furnish the

financial resources needed for an often costly co-op membership.
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According to social protest theory, those of minority races and a
lower economic class usually feel less surprise and disappointment
than the middle-class person does, even in the face of greater
deprivation, because they never had such high expectations for their
futures anyway.

The lack of minority members in the co-ops is not entirely due
to economics, however. Middle-class minority women artists have not
joined the women's co-ops in great numbers for much the same reasons
as they have not constituted a very large part of the overall women's
movement. The priority for most political minority women is fighting
racism, and they do not feel the women's movement of recent years has
addressed that issue sufficiently.6 And, concerning sexism, many
black women agree with economist/writer Julianne Malveaux, who says:

Sexism in the Black community is an issue too long avoided by

Black folks. It needs to be discussed, though, by Black people,

and I am more impatient with white women who would use Black

male sexism to forge fragile feminist alliances between us than

I am with the Black male behavior that makes the notion of these

alliances often tempting.

Another way in which the early co-op artists were typical sub-
culture group participants was that many of them, especially the founders,
had had direct experience in other protest organizations, so they were
likely to take part in an alternative group again. There had been
almost a decade of political activism on several fronts, including
civil rights, the New Left, and the women's movement, prior to the
inception of the first women's co-ops in this study. Historian Sara

Evans writes, "In an important way these years produced a mass consti-

tuency for the women's liberation movement. By 1967-8 hundreds of

thousands of young women had been to a march, a meeting, a sit-in,
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a rally."8 Evans describes some of the seeds of the women's movement,
explaining how the civil rights effort gave participating women:

a language to name and describe oppression; a deep belief in

freedom, equality and community - soon to be translated into

‘sisterhood'; a willingness to question and challenge any

social institution that failed to meet human needs; and the

ability to organize.

The women artists who participated in protest activities from
the middle 1960s to the early 1970s most typically were involved in
either the New Left-influenced art groups like the AWC or in the
women's movement. Those activist artists who then came to the co-ops
had a highly political awareness and were experienced in social
protest philosophy, alternative organizational structures and tech-
niques of voicing dissatisfaction with 'the establishment.' Protests
by women artists usually took the form of museum picketing, leafletting,
making political art works or publishing statistics proving blatant
sexism in the art world. Although these politically active artists
of the early 1970s still joined the women's co-ops for the primary
purpose of exhibiting their art, their varying kinds and degrees of
social interests--feminism, Marxism, human rights--carried over into
their secondary expectations of how the co-ops should be formulated
and operated.

Within each co-op, there have also aiways been artists who have
not shared an active interest and/or belief in any or all of the
political causes dominating the 1960s and affecting the 1970s. Their
interest in belonging to the galleries has not been to confront the

art system, but to become better, more professional, more visible

artists within that structure.
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Since the women's co-ops function as participatory
democracies, it is natural that political and non-political members
in any one co-op sometimes disagree over gallery goals. For
example, a problem arises if, in the interest of creating profes-
sional liaisons with other cooperatives, some of the members want
to have an exchange show with a gallery that includes art by male
artists. Long discussions must ensue with the part of the membership
who wants an entirely separatist co-op, following their priority
on feminism or women's art. Another typical conflict occurs when
members committed to the co-op as an alternative to the mainstream
art system disagree with those who want the co-ops to function only
as professional training grounds or stepping stones to the commercial
market. The outcome has been that socio-political issues are
included in gallery policy in direct proportion to the number of
activist, or at least politically sympathetic, artists in each co-op's
membership; and since the composition of the co-ops changes over
time, gallery positions on certain issues change as well. However,
in any case, radical political stances are generally made more
conservative in drafting gallery policy during the democratic
decision-making process, members eventually agreeing to a compromise
best suited to the gallery's main goal of exhibiting high quality
art. What historian John Howard writes about the women's movement
applies as well to the diverse interests in the co-ops:

There is...a kind of tension in the movement. On the one

hand, there is a strain organizationally toward fragmentaion

into particularistic groups representing the interests of
homogeneous subpopulations...On the other hand, there is a
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concern with issues which transcend differences. The

first strain creates tensions within the movement; the

second creates a sense of common identity and purpose.lO

The different views of this mixed membership are evidenced
in the theoretical basis of the galleries. Many of the complex
issues involve four of the major topics of co-op philosophy:
separatism; non-hierarchical, participatory democracy; competition;
and commercialism.

The decision to create separatist co-ops was most directly
prompted by the women's movement, which had defined the culture's
traditional sex role expectations as oppressive and in conflict with
some women's desires to be professionally successful. But twentieth-
century feminists had adopted their idea to form separate, alternative
structures to counteract societal discrimination from many different
protest movements throughout American history. Black Power groups,
for instance, believed that they needed to organize themselves, not
allowing white men to direct them and thereby perpetuate white
superiority.11 New Left activists of the 1960s wanted to work
outside the system for fear of the co-option of their causes.12
Ironically, it was often women's participation in mixed-gender
alternative groups that made them aware of the need for organizations
solely for women. Experience had shown that even within non-trad-
itional movement associations, women were still allowed little
decision-making power, and their concerns took a low priority. Recent

history reveals numerous statements such as these by feminist
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writer, Robin Morgan, about the New Left:

Thinking we were involved in the struggle to build a new

society, it was a slowly dawning and depressing realization

that we were doing the same roles in the Movement as out

of it: typing...making coffee...being accessories to the

men.
She states that the women were driven out of the movement by:

the serious, degrading, and pervasive sexism we encountered

there, in each man's attitude and in every group's

structure and in the narrow political emphasis and

'manhood-proving' tactical styles themselves....l4

These experiences have been echoed by women involved in
many different kinds of counter-culture groups, including those
within the art community. 1In fact, Women Artists in Revolution
(WAR) evolved from the male-dominated AWC in 1969 for just such
reasons.l5

The late 1960s' and early 1970s' separatist organizations
of the Women's Art Movement, such as Women in the Arts (WIA) and the
Women's Ad Hoc Committee in New York City, the Los Angeles Council of
Women Artists (LACWA), the Women's Art Registry of Minnesota (WARM)
in Minneapolis, and others, were also role models for the women's
co-ops.16

However, it must be remembered that the co-ops were
conceived as art exhibition groups, and the fact of their separatist
natures does not necessarily indicate that they are committed to
feminist political activities. In fact, several of the co-ops,
including AIR Gallery in New York City, Central Hall formerly of

Port Washington, Long Island, and others, were at first intended

as co-ops of mixed memberships;17 and almost all the galleries in
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this study have at one time or another considered the possibility
of including male members, although none have done so yet.

The main reason the earliest co-ops adopted separatism was
because "the time was right" for it.lB AIR opened in 1972, and
Central Hall, New York City's Soho 20, and Chicago's ARC and
Artemesia co-ops all opened in 1973, two of the peak years of women's
movement activities nad publicity.19 Women's caucuses and
associations within many professional specialities began to receive
a large amount of media attention. In fact, Carden found that by

1975, "The media and the general public discussed 'Women's Lib' at

such length that they took over (often in a distorted form) much
of their [early women's groups'] function." Historian William
Chafe supports this, writing, "In an era dominated by the mass
media, the feminists displayed consummate skill in drawing public
attention to themselves and 'raising' America's consciousness to the
inequalities from which women suffered."20 The increased visibility
of women's groups' activities was attractive to women artists,
even to those who were not particularly drawn to feminism and/or
separatist structures. Once the precedent was established with a
successful network of co-ops in operation by the middle 1970s,
others wanted to join in, despite the fact that the days of women's
co-ops as 'big news' were past. The success and longevity of the
women's co-ops became their selling point by the end of the 1970s.

A second characteristic of the women's co-ops that derived

from the women's movement was that of a participatory democracy

within a non-hierarchical, non-competitive group. This value on
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egalitarianism has greatly influenced the co-ops' philosophies and
activities, affecting everything from personal achievement and
competition, to discussion methods and the types of art made by
the members.

Participatory democracy was certainly not a new idea in
this country's history, having been a part not only of our early
government, but also of almost every social protest group. Its
most recent application, previous to the formation of the women's
co-ops, was to meetings of New Left organizations, especially those
of the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and their Economic
Research Action Projects, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee and other associations of the Civil Rights Movement, as
well as organizations in the women's movement.

In the middle 1960s, the women's movement adopted the ideal
of non-hierarchical associations. This was not a surprising develop-
ment, since many early participants in the movement had splintered
away from democratically-run groups of the New Left and the Civil
Rights Movement, disgusted with the sexism they encountered there.
The value of leaderless groups was, however, based on more than
adopting an established counter-culture technique:

In the women's movement, this form of organization is not

only the consequence of the process of movement develop-

ment, it is also a central tenet of movement ideology.

Supposed leaders are largely the creation of the press;

identifiable units are usually leaderless and highly

egalitarian; many women who identify themselves as being

feminists belong to no group or only sporadically parti-
cipate in group activities. The ideology which supports

.
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this type of organization contends that women must not
recreate in their own groups the forms of structured
oppression of the male-dominated, bureaucratic world.

No one person or group can lead or dictate policy because
women will not be liberated until they individually
assume control of and responsibility for their own
destiny.

This issue was extremely important, especially in the
early years of the women's movement, and it had widespread personal
effects on many feminist activists. For example, Ti-Grace Atkinson
decided to resign as the head of the New York chapter of the National
Organization for Women (NOW) rather than to keep her influential
position at the top of the 'power pyramid.' She said, by the fact

of "holding these offices I am participating in oppression itself."23

The principle of egalitarian sisterhood clashed greatly with the
image of women who were ‘stars' of the movement or even of a local
organization. Those who did not step down, as Atkinson had done,
found themselves in conflict with the movement. When gentler peer
pressures were not enough to keep individualism from winning out,
'trashing,' an informal type of ostracism or hostile withdrawal
of support, was sometimes employed to demoralize the offending
woman enough to force her to change her behavior. This was only a
new name for an old type of social control, not at all unique to the
women's movement. In a very critical article on this subject,
activist Joreen writes:

The primary reason there have been so few 'great women
' is not merely that greatness has been undevel-

oped or unrecognized, but that women exhibiting potential
for achievement are punished by both women and men. The
'fear of success' is quite rational when one knows that
the consequence of achievement is hostility and not

praise.
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The Women's co-op galleries adopted the feminist value
on non-hierarchical groups, especially in the earliest years of
the first co-ops. However, as the case is with all secondary
issues in the co-ops, the importance of the political concern was
never allowed to interfere with achieving excellence in the gallery
exhibitions. The co-ops did not operate under as strict an
egalitarian philosophy as that described by Joreen because they
had, after all, been established to promote the work of a group of
artists selected on the merits of their personal, outstanding, art-
istic ability. When the collectivism of non-hierarchical groups
confliced with the elitism of building the careers of a small

number of women, the co-ops generally chose art career success.

The issue of competition is also related to the egalitarian/
elitist conflict in the co-ops. Feminist theory has labelled compe-
tition a 'masculine,' negative trait and in the early years, many co-
ops agreed with the feminist definition. However, the co-ops have
been gradually exploring the implications of that philosophy.25 Most
members now maintain that competitions play a roll in women's endeavors
as well as in the 'male establishment' and it can positively affect
one's work, even enhancing “excitment, creative impetus, comradery
and closeness," if the competing people are "mot after each other's

blood."26

Equal exhibition opportunities are strictly guarded
in the co-ops, but a purely egalitarian spirit, without pride

or jealousy, would seem humanly impossible among individuals
geared toward their own, as well as the collective's professional

Success. The co-op members generally do feel committed to

sharing information about show, grant, or job opportunities with
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others in the group. Then every woman who wants to join the
competition can vie for the prize.

A fourth complicated issue related to building art careers
in the co-ops is commercialism. Originally, most women's galleries

supported the 'anti-middle-class profit orientation, anti-materialism’
PP

' the New Left, and feminism.

philosophy of the 1960s 'hippies,
The mixed-gender, non-commercially oriented co-ops of the 1950s also
served as a model for the women's galleries.28 In fact, Wolf Kahn,

a founder of one of these early co-ops, the Hansa Gallery of New
York, said, "Everyone that I knew had to overcome a great reluctance
to start a gallery...feeling you'd lose your innocence being involved

in a commercial thing." An artist might think about getting a
show,

But not to become famous or make money; you had a show

to see your own paintings in less grungy circumstances.

Another great hope was that the older guys [de Koonin§§

Cline, Pollock, Rothko] would come and see your work.

A similar spirit has influenced the women's galleries. No
agents are hired to promote sales; no one type of art dominates
any of the co-ops, unlike the sales-oriented selections in most

commercial galleries; and the only co-ops in this study that receive

commissions on their artists' sales take less than one-half the

amount charged by a commercial gallery.

However, the women's galleries have been becoming more and
more interested in financial success as time has passed. On this
study's questionnaires, lack of sales is one of the most often-

stated problems of belonging to a co-op. This shift in attitude
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could be a result of a worsening economy. In the 1950s' co-ops,
"Rents were as low as $25 a month--about $2.50 [per month] per
member--a far cry from today's co-op costs, which can be more than
$1000 a year per member."30 Another cause for the gradual change
may be that in the early days, the artists were happy to be
gaining visibility in the art world, a status long-denied most
of the members. But, as the artists came close to real recognition
in their careers, they began to want all the rewards, financial
as well as esthetic, that go with some measure of success. Once
again, it is a case of rising expectations producing a feeling of
increased deprivation.

The women's collectives have closely followed not only the
philosophy, but also the organizational structure of the co-ops
of the 1950s. Then, as in the 1970s, eager young artists formed
co-ops to increase their exhibition opportunities in spite of the
flooded commercial gallery system. A few co-ops such as the Origo
Gallery in Washington, D. C., opened before the end of the 1950s
in other major cities, but the earliest and largest number of
galleries--over twenty by the early 1960331—- were located in New
York City. These 'neighborhood' co-ops, away from the uptown
commercial gallery districts, became known as the Tenth Street
Galleries. In reporting an address by critic Dore Ashton, art
writer Jean Cohen describes the co-ops as full of "the artists'
dissatisfaction with the world at war in Korea, their pride in being

n32 However, the co-ops were not "anti-establishment

n33

a group apart.

factions but adjuncts and entries into the uptown conglomerate,
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The 1950s galleries were democratic collectives, with
limited memberships selected according to the quality of an artist's
work and his or her ability to pay the member's fees. Costs of
operating the gallery were shared, and each artist was assured of
regularly scheduled, three to four-week, one or two-person shows.
The co-ops also periodically sponsored group exhibitioms.

The early co-ops served as training grounds where the members
could acquire professional attitudes toward art marketing and build
the confidence they would need to seek entrance into the mainstream
art system. While they still belonged to the co-ops, however, it
was "the freedom from commercial expectations and from backbiting"

that members most prized in the co-op environment.

This description of 1950s' co-op structure also applies to
women's co-ops of the 1970s. As much as the political and social
climate of the country had changed between the decades when these
two co-op systems were established, the women's galleries still
adopted intact a surprising number of gallery procedures from the
earlier groups. The Tenth Street co-op movement was over by the
end of the 1960s, some think the victim of negative press attitudes
and destructive pressure from the mainstream establishment.35 Even
S0, it had provided the organizational model for the next decade's

reintroduction of the art co-op structure.

Those aspects of 1950s' co-op structure that the women's
galleries did alter or add to, reveal the effects of the various

1960s' political ideologies discussed earlier in this chapter.
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Especially influential in shaping 1970s' gallery procedure was the
high value placed on a leaderless democracy. It affected almost
every phase of gallery operation in the early years.

At first, most of the co-ops used a structureless approach
to daily gallery business. Whoever answered the phone or was in
the gallery was 'in charge' to respond to questions, deal with the
landlord, talk to the press. This method taught all members about
all aspects of gallery work. However, the disadvantages of lost
messages, miscommunication, and unfinished tasks began to outweigh
the advantages of direct member participation in running the

gallery. Every co-op in this study has now resorted to operating

under some sort of non-authoritarian administration, usually a
rotating leadership and standing committees, with general member
input encouraged, to increase efficiency. Major decisions are
still made democratically, in monthly meetings, but no longer is
every item of co-op detail directly decided by each member.

In the first years of the co-ops, business meetings included
the leaderless technique of consciousness-raising (CR) as omne
discussion method. The procedure, learned from the women's move-
ment,36 allowed each member to state her thoughts on a subject without
interruption or criticism. It was used to settle both business and
interpersonal problems among the members. Although during the second
half of the 1970s, CR as a technique was given up in most co-ops in
favor of less time-consuming discussions, the co-ops still put a
high priority on personal communication among the members, hoping to

maintain a sense of trust and cohesion.
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Another gallery policy affected by non-hierarchical thinking
is the method of member selection. Only the quality and not the
kind or style of art produced is considered. This is both a
reaction against the mainstream's linear theory of art development,
and a statement that one type of excellent art is not inherently
better than another. This gallery perspective allows for the
inclusion of art forms not usually accepted as avant garde in
the past: fine art work derived from traditional handicrafts,
feminist political art, new forms of realism, explorations of

' and others.37

'female sensibility,
A final major contribution of the leaderless philosophy

of co-op structure is that by not touting co-op 'stars,' other women

artists realized that they could be successful members of a women's
co-op, too. Role models have been available since AIR opened, and
the spread of other co-ops across the country has been very fast.
This extremely quick acceptance of the women's gallery
idea is easy to understand considering the dire need for more
professional art opportunities for women; and, as this chapter
details, neither the idea of separatist structures nor that of
co-op galleries was new in the 1970s. 1Individuals in the art
community were not confronted with a totally foreign concept;
rather, they only needed to think about combining these two
familiar societal alternatives. This is not to say that the
philosophies of the women's co-ops were stable or even uniformly
easy to understand; in fact, the opposite was true. But the

individual issues has been extensively debated in other contexts
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before, so that informed artists had the exposure needed to form
rather immediate reactions to the principles involved. Then it
became an artist's individual decision whether a co-op gallery

could provide a rewarding professional art experience for her.
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PHILOSOPHICAL DIVERSITY

Considering the organizations from which the cooperative
galleries of the Women's Art Movement inherited their ideological
bases, one would expect their members to be actively political.

One imagines them intent on promoting women's rights through sep-
aratist feminism, and on asserting artists' rights by creating
alternatives to the exhibition structures of the mainstream. This
is certainly true of some co-op artists. But there is not the
unanimous agreement among them that one would anticipate on these
two philosophical issues. The co-ops have encouraged the same type
of philosophical diversity that was bred in the women's movement

of the early 1970s, producing a membership with widely varied social,
professional and esthetic interests. They include non-political
and political artists, and the political members themselves espouse
wide-ranging degrees of commitment to women's and artists' rights.

There are definite advantages to such diversity within an
organization. The tenet handed down by the larger women's movement
is that:

ideological diversity...does foster individual enthusiasm,

encourage members to experiment with new ideas, increase

the total number of women who are attracted to the movement,
and insure that any social problem is tackled from several
different directions, thereby increasing the probability
that some resolution will be found.!l

The co-ops have been stimulated by their '"internal polarities," and

have called the mix ''the basis of our strength and of our potential
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development."2 Differences among the members can be complementary,
allowing the pooling of many resources directed toward achieving
common aims. Even the conflicts resulting from differing opinions
can lead to creativity and build group cohesiveness if the problems
are thoroughly aired.3

However, the co-ops have always recognized the very thin
line between the creative, growth-producing effects of exposure
to diverse ideoclogies, and the divisive, paralyzing results of
unsettled arguments and conflicting goals. Historian Jo Freeman

writes:

The more inclusive an organization is, the less the commitment

required to join and remain a member. An organization that

consciously tries to diversify its membership base as much

as possible runs the risk of diluting its belief system...

in order not to alienate the potential membership. This

is a conflict faced by many feminist groups because of a

pervasive be%ief that they must somehow be 'everything' to

every woman.
Some organizations have not withstood the strain. Womanspace and
the Grandview Galleries in Los Angeles and the Alliance of Women
Artists in Portland, Maine, for example, were closed because of the
philosophical disagreements of their members. Artist Faith Wilding
describes the problem: '"In short, the diversity of needs which
artists brought to Womanspace soon overwhelmed its capacity to
accommodate them and became great stumbling blocks in its path to
unity and strength."5

Co-ops have survived the tension of differing internal

ideologies by accepting the disagreements as inevitable and

Proceeding with gallery business through compromise. However, the
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process of decision-making in such diverse groups can be enervating.
Over twenty-five percent of the respondents in this study agree that
difficulties with other members during democratic problem-solving
sessions is one of the major disadvantages of belonging to a collective.
It is also one of the primary reasons artists leave their co-op
galleries. These disparities of goals became evident at the first
organizational meetings of the co-ops, and the conflicts continue
today. The result is disunity among the members on such basic

issues as feminism, separatism, and the potential of alternative
galleries to assert artists' rights.

Since their beginnings, the collectives have puzzled and
argued over whether or not to call themselves "feminist." Part of
the ambivalence results from the many connotations attached to the
term, no clear definition having been thoroughly or widely accepted.
Therefore, it has been difficult, even for many of the sympathetic
but cautious co-op artists, to align themselves with a political
position whose 'politics' are unclear, both to the general public
and the art community. Many artists have been able to accept a
general definition of feminism, like that of historians Ruddick
and Daniels: '"Feminism implies that we recognize fully the inade-
quacy for us, the distortion, of male-created ideologies, and that
we proceed to think, and act, out of that recognition."6 This
description is abstract enough to include many women, at the same
time that it does not require specific behavior from them. The

narrower the definition, the fewer the supporters. Somewhat less
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attractive to 'prospective' feminists is the only slightly more
restrictive definition written by critic Lawrence Alloway:

[A feminist] is a woman who is willing to work with other

women to reduce inequality in the long run or to achieve a

specific short term reform. Without the aspect of

collaboration, whether it is to found a cooperative gallery,
infiltrate an art school or expose the pre;udices of art
dealers, a woman artist is not a feminist.
Because his definition specifies collaboration, even some of the
artists of the collectives find it untenable. Many prefer to see
themselves seeking individual professional recognition through the
galleries.

Much of the artists' hesitancy or refusal to accept the
feminist description for the co-ops and themselves has stemmed from
an artistic aversion to categorization, but even more from the public
image this particular label has acquired. The media cliches reflect-
ing public backlash have created the picture of a 'screaming
feminist' who is militant, hostile, strident, and anti—male.8 Most
women artists have not been eager to declare themselves feminists
under these circumstances, and those who have, carefully qualify
the term. As critic Elizabeth Janeway states, ''Because women have
let the false images stand as our representatives, we have falsi-
fied ourselves, diminished ourselves, chosen to divide ourselves  and
exist in a hopeless, endless stasis, unable either to act truly or
to be ourselves in freedom and enjoyment."9 In creating a new image
for women, most unabashed feminists believe if women fear ridicule
by others who see feminists as blind extremists, they need to

correct the stereotype and not deny their political allegiance.10
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The artists of the collectives who do identify themselves
as feminists are generally "liberal” or "cultural" and not '"radical"
feminists. Loosely-defined by writer Joan Braderman and others,
liberal feminists ultimately want equality within the existing social
institutions; . the 'mainstream' society.11 Radical feminists want
to create philosophically and financially independent structures
that are permanently separate from the dominant society. Their
stance is not easily accommodated in the collective galleries, since
all these groups do participate in the established art system and
accept many of its rewards for artistic achievement. Although they
are the small minority, there have been some radical feminists in
each of the co-ops studied here throughout the decade.

Within any one of the co-ops are artists who are pro-feminist,
anti-feminist, and a-feminist. They all use the terms according to
personal criteria that are often the result of unconscious conditioning
as well as decisive thought. The actions of a given member clarify
her views for the other artists of her gallery, but the specific
meaning she gives to feminism is rarely articulated. It is no
surprise that four of the galleries in this study have decided to
call themselves "women's'" and not "feminist" groups in their public
literature. Conflicting opinions about feminism have influenced more
than the co-ops' publicity. The sides of the dispute have been
polarized into 'feminism versus careerism,' and they have become
major, long-standing areas of internal dissension.

Feminism versus careerism has been described by members of

WARM Gallery as its "dipolar character--internal, feminist, supportive
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of women artists cluster versus an external, professional to the

world, competitive association." ? These strong, opposite positions
have affected many gallery policies, among them, the process of
new-member selection. A gallery operéting purely according to

feminist ‘'sisterhood' would include art by any woman who wanted the
support of the collective, regardless of her art career experience

of the quality of her work. However, in order to compete in the
professional art community, the galleries must show the highest quality
art possible. Pat Olson of WARM Gallery calls the resulting .

conflict that of '"P and Q, Potential and Quality."13

WARM orig-
inally allowed any interested artist, new or accomplished, to join,

up to the limit of forty members. But, as the members' art matured

to high refinement and the gallery's reputation grew, the co-op
artists became more and more concerned with maintaining quality and
presenting a thoroughly professional image. They began to select

new members based on the quality of their art. Some variations of
this pattern can be seen in the histories of the twelve co-ops of

this study. Seven co-ops initially had open memberships, and now only
two do so.

All twelve co-ops have felt this dilemma of collectivism
versus elitism, and it has affected their public image as well as
their internal processes. Ann Shearer of Center/Gallery notes that
the larger art community is critical of the quality of her collective's
unjuried shows, which it sponsors as an "essential part of our

14

support [for women artists] function." On the other hand, women

who approach the co-ops expecting to find 'sisterly' support and
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openness are sometimes dismayed and confused by the careerist
orientation they find instead.15 And so the conflicts continue.

The degree to which any collective operates according to feminist

or careerist goals varies, depending on the political disposition

of the majority of the membership at any specific time. In general,
it seems the co-ops promote the collective spirit at times and in
locations where little other support is available for women artists
and where the art community is small. Where the art system is larger
and more active, the co-ops tend to follow the elitist nature of
their surrounding art scene.

In spite of the partial commitment to feminism within the
co-op memberships, they have always been separatist organizatioms.
This fact, which also contributes to the misguided public view of
the co-ops as completely feminist, has remained consistent through-
out the 1970s. This is not to say, however, that the decision to
restrict the membership to women was easily reached or sustained.

On the contrary, every group in this study has periodically debated
the idea of inviting male artists as members.16

The artists who argue against separatism basically feel that
it does not serve to integrate the co-op or its individual members
into either the alternative or the mainstream art system. Separatist
galleries are criticized for creating an 'unrealistic' environment
for their artists, insulated from the tougher scene of the larger
art establishment. With the women's movement's emphasis on support
and acceptance, some artists think a 'too secure' atmosphere is

fostered, which eventually becomes a closed system. It is difficult
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for a woman to leave the homey, secure environment in order to
compete in the mainstream system, to 'push herself out of the
nest," as Soho 20's former member Vernita Nemec states it.17 Within

the "safe harbor,"18 the "womb,"19

it is easy for women to become
comfortable and complacent. Feminist poet Anne Dutlinger says,
"But too much support can fool us. We may end up settling when
we should be arguing."20
Supporting their argument with various theories of social
movement development,21 some artists state that making separatist
galleries available allows the mainstream to take less responsibility

for its discrimination against women artists. The co-ops thus

function as "stop-gap measures that substitute for needed social

change" and contribute to the “unintentional perpetuation of the

w22

status quo. Since the member artists do have a place to show,

their frustration is dulled, they don't complain as much, and the
mainstream can conduct their usual, discriminatory, business. 1In
fact, the position for artists of the collectives may be even worse
than 'usual.' Vernita Nemec points out that other gallery represent-
atives may not even visit the co-op artists' studios because "they
already have a gallery."23

Critics of separatism say that the collectives have become
women's "ghettoes." Art historian Mary Garrard writes:

Women artists are discussed in courses on women artists,

are written about in feminist journals, are grouped in single-

sex exhibitions, and if I sound churlish about these activities,

which surely have their positive effects, it is only with

apprehension that we will all--feminist historians, artists

and critics--remain trapped in a great cultural ghetto of our

own devising if we do not now begin to force the issue of
integration.
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Eventually, communicating only with like-minded women and therefore
despairing of having any immediate, significant impact on the society
as a whole, some artists have quit the co-ops. Joan Fitzsimmons,
former member of Artemesia Gallery, left, she says, because "I was
just tired of beating my head against a wall."25
The arguments in favor of separatism have centered around the
desirability of removing women from the male milieu, where feminists
believe their traditional sex-role conditioning and the effects of
male peers can impede their most creative work. Artist Martha Rosler,
writing specifically about the Los Angeles Woman's Building, states:
They aim to make women more direct in recognizing and
expressing their own needs, and to make use of their personal
and collective strengths; to validate women's occupations,
free of male interference, and to help them enter the art
world. This approach avoids the energy drain of incessant
battles with sexism, personal or institutional.
Proponents of separatism cite the examples of women who had attended
all-women's colleges, and who later had little difficulty speaking
assertively in mixed groups. They had cultiviated their intellects
in non-threatening environments where thinking was not the exclusive
domain of the male.27 Lucy Lippard writes:
The difference between talking to a mixed art school class
and one made up solely of women has to be experienced to
be believed, but there sure as hell is a difference in the
way women open up, become smart and imaginative and assertive--~
and better artists. Those who denounce such situations as
'separatist' should get a glimpse of the sense of purpose
and relaxed exhilaration at the Woman's Building. There,
everything seems possible--including a nonseparatist future.28
By combatting conventional role expectations to be passive, unselfish,
and unambitious, the women artists could, as artist Judy Chicago says,

exist as more than traditional “non—beings."29
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Co-op feminists also support separatism because it is
clear that the mainstream art structures are not, even now, fully
open to women.3o Even in the face of 'reverse discrimination'
charges, the co-ops reply that they simply give long-denied access
to women's art. The Washington Women's Art Center's former director,
artist Ellouise Schoettler, writes that her center:
should be sexist. The very fact that women felt a need to
establish a place of their own to share viewpoints and to
support each other because they weren't receiving it
elsevhere, reflected a sexist aspect of our society. Without
our continued awareness of the special reasons that brought
us together in the first place, we risk losing the benefits

we've gained.3l

For the politically-aware artists, the choice to remain separatist

is based on the knowledge that social change is slow and that it is

finally accomplished only when stereotypes are directly confronted.32
Toward that end, separatist galleries insure that professional women's
art is constantly in evidence.

Although some co-op artists want permanently separate art
facilities for women, this radical position is certainly in the
minority. Most see integration and not separatism as the ultimate

; goal. The question that has been debated since the early 1970s is
when integration should be accomplished. Some, such as Rosemary
Mayer, formerly of AIR, feel it is past the time to integrate in
areas such as New York City where the Women's Art Movement has had

the longest history and therefore the most impact.33 Vernita Nemec

agrees. She wrote in 1976 that it was time:

to risk being very selective and competitive. The important
thing is to maintain the ground we have gained. We must be
persistently conscious of the proportion of existing
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profesional female artists to those who have opportunities

for recognition and be sure that it matches the opportunities

that male artists enjoy... We have participated in a necessary

stage which has allowed women to come into prominence in a

basically male world.34
However, citing the stilllsexist statistics of even New York commer-
cial galleries, others such as Lucy Lippard say when women have fifty
percent of the art world opportunities at every professional level,
then it will be time to stop separatism.35

Members of the women's collective galleries are no more
uniformly committed to alternative galleries and the 'politics' of
artists' rights than they are to the rights of women. To further
complicate the factions of agreement and disagreement within the
co-ops, there are approximately as many feminists and non-feminists
within the ranks of those who support the cooperative over the commercial
gallery system.

The recent development of active concern for artists' rights
began in the late 1960s in such New Left-inspired groups as the Art
Workers' Coalition (AWC) and the Figurative Artists Alliance (FAA).36
Part of the reason these men and women organized was to protest
their treatment by the mainstream art institutions concerning financial
arrangements for showing and selling art, exhibition and sales
exclusivity, and the artists' lack of decision-making power in the
marketing of his or her art. In order to gain more control, as
well as to create much-needed exhibition opportunities, artists began
opening their own mixed-gender, and later women's, cooperative

galleries. By 1979, there were an estimated one hundred such groups

in the United States.37 Many of the alternative galleries are
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loosely-bound together by the New York-based Association of Artist-
Run Galleries (AARG).

Many of the women's co-op artists support this movement and
prefer the philosophy of alternative galleries to that of the commer-
cial system. They are interested in their collectives as galleries
which are functional as ends-in—themselves.38 Twenty-five percent
of this study's participants cite the freedom they feel to show their
own selection of work, to learn how it should be marketed, and to
install it the way they choose, as major advantages of exhibiting in
a co-op. An artist may show work which is new and experimental,
without worrying about pleasing a commercial dealer from whom there
is very often pressure to 'sell out the show.' If an artist does
sell work, most collectives take no commission, unlike the thirty
to fifty percent commissions received in commercial galleries. All
the while, a co-op artist has an association of peers from which to
elicit constructive criticism and support, much different from the
more isolated existence of a commercial gallery artist for whom the
exhibition space is strictly a place of business and not a community.
And, with all this freedom and self-determination, the co-ops still
provide secure shows, guaranteed visibility, and the possibility of
further professional contacts and opportunities for their members.

In the co-ops, the artists make the art, control their career business,
and receive the rewards. The dealer, long-established as the expert
art advisor, is eliminated from the process., MUSE Gallery's Linda
White writes, "I think it is becoming clear to everyone that most

artists not only know more about art than most dealers, but want the
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flexibility to exhibit what and when they want and to be able to
market their work in whatever way they see fit."39
Marxist thought plays a small but significant role in this
preference for alternative galleries among the more political co-op
members. Not primarily seeking sales, their interest is in
communicating to a wide audience, in rebellion against the elitist,
class orientation of the art establishment. Some of these artists
who have integrated socialist theory into their approaches to art
distribution are also feminists, a combination whose basic contradic-
tions have long been debated. The small number of socialist-feminist

co-op artists generally take the position described by Charnie

Guettel in Marxism and Feminism: ''It is enough in studying the history

of women to grasp that class struggle is in the long run the underlying
social factor in propertied society and, in the short as well as the
long run, history does not move in a straight line."40 ""Secondary

contradictions,"

or inequalities in the society other than class, create
these diversions, nonetheless productive, away from the straight line

of progress toward classless goals. Sexism is one such secondary
problem. Guettel describes the importance of feminism: '"Even legal
reform is a gain, however limited for women, insofar as it pushes

the movement forward and heightens contradictions which press to be

41 As historian Irwin Unger says, ''Sexism, like racism,

resolved."
predated capitalism and would postdate it, unless women, like blacks,

fought for themselves.”42

Other members of the collectives, who have no strong political
inclination toward alternative structures, would prefer to belong to

a commercial gallery's stable. The cooperatives do not offer them
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opportunities for the career advancement they desire within the
established system. The best commercial dealers promote his or her
artists' work by publicizing their shows in mainstream channels

and contacting prospective buyers, curators,l'3 and reviewers.
Sometimes the dealer even offers stipends, rather like advances on
sales, so the artist can depend on a regular income. The commercial
stable artist thus has more time and money to devote to his or her
art-making.

While in a commercial gallery the administrative, maintenance,
and promotional work is all done by the gallery'staff; in a collective,
the artists are the staff. Over thirty-five percent of the respondents
in this research mentioned the strain of the huge time investment
each member must make in the co-op. Commonly, a core of members do
most of the gallery business and eventually suffer from 'burn-out' and
disillusionment with their organization.44 The time pressures are
especially frustrating as an artist becomes more successful, participates
more actively in the art world, and finds she cannot spend adequate
time on her art. And when the collective also becomes more prominent
in the art community, it takes additional effort and time to keep it
growing. The time demands on each member continue to multiply.45

There are also constant financial problems in the cooperatives.
Most operate on initial membership fees of between $150 and $250 and
on twenty-five to fifty dollars per month, per member. Each artist
also pays for the publicity and installation costs of her own show,
averaging a total of $400-$500 at AIR, for example. Since the

collectives do not have sales agents, and since they are still often
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considered "sub—galleries,"46 the artists can not even depend on
covering their costs through art sales. Another extremely important
funding source for the collectives is public grant money. This fact
can only lead one to predict that the co-ops' financial crises will
increase in the next several years, with the cutbacks scheduled in
1981 for such agencies as the National Endowment for the Humanities
and the state Arts Councils. Critic Phil Patton, in his 1977 survey
of alternative galleries, wrote, "A large increase in government
spending for the arts [beginning in 1965] was perhaps the crucial
factor in sustaining alternative spaces,”" and "it is unlikely that

alternative spaces as they now exist could have been developed without

nh7

public money. The commercial galleries, although certainly
affected by national economics and conservative governmental impulses,
are at least, as established institutions, less vulnerable than the
cooperatives which depend on public funds and a favorable political
climate for their existence.

The split in the memberships of the women's collectives over
cooperative versus commercial philosophies makes itself evident in
the way in which the galleries present themselves to the public.
Depending on the amount of support for each position, the exhibition
space is plush or serviceable; the art is 'establishment' avant garde
or more experimental; and the programs sponsored follow mainstream or
counter-culture paths. One instance in which the conflicts are most

clearly felt is when a member artist who aspires to the commercial

scene leaves the co-op as she begins to receive professional acclaim.

The remaining artists often feel used or deserted, and the resentful
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feelings on both sides have been difficult to avoid.

But it is feared that even more difficulties face the co-ops
if they confront these issues of feminism, separatism, and artists'
rights on which there is so much disagreement among the members. If
each co-op formulated one philosophy and required allegiance from
every member, the "organization risks a 'split in the house.'"48
So far, most of the collectives have chosen instead to tolerate the
problems of diversity, although some have not. The Cal Arts Feminist
Art Program, Womanspace and the Grandview co-ops all attempted to
achieve a completely united front, an effort that was so divisive that
the organizations dissolved.

However, in spite of the draining effort it sometimes has
taken, the galleries have succeeded for years in resolving these
seeming impasses, by means of open, if often heated and long, discus-
sions and constructive compromises. The multi-purposes I have described
have been remarkably well-served, member artists joining and then
remaining or leaving the galleries in a sifting process which is
entirely natural, as artists respond to their own particular needs.

In all the stages of 'changing with the times,' the women's cooper-
ative galleries have continued, positively affecting the environment

for contemporary art and contemporary women.
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PATTERNS OF CHANGE

The 1970s was a time of radical shifts in the national
social and political climate. The decade encompassed both the
conclusion of the human rights activism begun in the late 1960s and
the beginning years of a new inward-turning conservatism arising
primarily from the worsening economy and the overall political
disillusionment of the American people. In examining these changes,
social historians have identified various stages of the ideological
confrontations between subcultural movements within a society and
the establishment.1 One series of stages a movement may follow, once
the societal preconditions are suitable for its emergence, involves
various kinds of mainstream suppression, including co-optation and
partial incorporation of movement ideas, and the institutionalization
of the rebellious faction. As the 1970s have become more conservative,
this appears to be the direction in which the subculture has been
led.

These cultural changes are clearly reflected in the women's
cooperative galleries. Although the co-ops have always included
members with widely diverse personal, political and esthetic philoso-

phies, the more radical or conservative of these positions has gained

. ith
prominence at various times in the decade, in direct correlation wit

the 'outside' patterns of political change.



100

The women's galleries have always had an ambiguous relation-
ship to the social movements of their day, including even the Women's

Art Movement. The differing opinions of their members prevent the

organizations from either fully supporting or opposing subcultural
| causes, because art exhibition and not political activism has been
! their primary goal. Therefore, these galleries are not solely
instruments of reform or revolution, although they do influence
change with their educational programs, their art, and their very

existence as models for future ventures of professional artists.

Because the artists are, thus, both involved in and withdrawn
from the political causes related to their groups, the women's
galleries are more appropriately examined as microcosms or symbols
of cultural developments in the larger society. The range of personal
ideologies among the members can be suitably viewed as a cross-
section, though not a random one, of the philosophies of contemporary
women artists.

The kinds of changes each cooperative has experienced, in
its morale, public image and types of exhibitions, are strikingly
parallel to the long-recognized patterns of development through
which social movements typically progress. Since the gallery members
depend upon the outside society for communication, audience, inspir-
ation and recognition, it is not surprising that they directly reflect
its phases of change. And especially because the public has auto-
matically associated the collectives with the women's rights movement,

changes in societal attitudes toward women or the Women's Art

Movement are particularly mirrored in the operation of the galleries.
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The patterns of subcultural movements identified by various social
historians are generalized formulations which preclude detailed
descriptions of the extremely dynamic advances and retreats of
any cultural rebellion. However, they do provide a useable frame-
work within which to understand specific societal responses, such
as those of the co-ops, to the advocacy of change.

Certain conditions within a society have repeatedly proven

to be especially conducive to the formation of a dissatisfied, sub-

cultural self-consciousness, the necessary first ingredient of a

budding social movement. Historian Sara Evans lists five such

preconditions needed for the development of a "collective identity":
(1) Social spaces within which members of an oppressed
group can develop an independent sense of worth in contrast

to their received definitions as second-class or inferior
citizens;

(2) Role models of people breaking out of patterns of
passivity;

(3) An ideology that can explain the sources of oppression,
justify revolt, and provide a vision of a qualitatively

different future;

(4) A threat to the newfound sense of self that forces a
confrontation with the inherited cultural definitioms...
and finally;

(5) A communication or friendship network through which a
new interpretation can spread, activating the insurgent
consciousness into a social movement.
Many of the women who would eventually form the Women's
Art Movement and some who would found and join cooperative galleries
felt the sense of common identity described by Evans. Their percep-

tions of self-worth and models of assertive action were products of

their participation in mixed-gender art groups, consciousness-raising,
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and protest associations of the women's, artists', or anti-war
movements.3 Feminism's ideology identified sexism as the problem
and collectivism as the answer, since little other support for women
artists could be found in the mainstream. News of the pre-Women's
Art Movement activities was spread by 'word-of-mouth' and by a few

periodicals, such as the WEB Newsletter and the Feminist Art Journal.4

The earliest cooperative galleries originated at the height
of the Movement's political activism, but as groups, were only
peripherally involved in its protests. Conceived in such an atmos-
phere, at a time when the social climate was receptive to reform
philosophies, the co-ops were branded political, sometimes almost
in spite of themselves. The art exhibited often explored newly-
emerging feminist themes. In that time of high visibility for
feminist causes, the galleries profited by their association with
the Movement.

According to historian Roberta Ash, once a social movement
becomes "formalized,'" when organizations are established to meet the
members' particular needs, the larger society begins its process of
"suppression... the destruction of movement organizations and the
bringing of sanctions against unorganized individual behavior.‘"6
Some suppression methods only aggravate the issues, sometimes radi-
calizing the participants. Feminist politician and psychologist
Berit As calls them the ''Five Master Suppression Techniques."

They include ridiculing individuals, often in a sexual way, with~
holding information, making movement efforts invisible, attributing

shame and guilt to participants, and creating a '"damned if you do
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and damned if you don't" system of psychological punishment.7

Women artists of the co-ops as well as of the Movement have
certainly encountered all these backlash behaviors. They have been
criticized as 'unwomanly' and 'too aggressive,' at the same time as
they are told that 'they aren't aggressive enough to be artists.'
Male members of the audience at a feminist art panel discussion made

' and "Women are helping

such comments as, ''This shows hatred of men,'
to fragment society.”8 The abuses are keenly felt by the cooperatives'
members, who are vulnerable on a very local level because of their
on-going, sex-specific shows. Charges of ''sexism'' have been levelled

at them, evidence of a "counter ideology,' which as historian John
Howard describes the phenomenon, provides "a rationalization for

forestalling further advances and possibly even for returning to the

status quo ante." Problems of inequality are reversed and blamed on

9

the inadequacies of the '"have nots."
When individual professional goals are at stake, backlash
responses such as these can be personally wearing. They are parti-~
cularly frustrating to the co-op artist who is not politically
invested in feminism in the first place. Her position in the gallery
becomes more complicated in the face of these reactionary confront-
ations. She may feel it is not in her best interests to be identified
with the Movement through the gallery,lo and she is more likely to
verbally differentiate her goals as a woman and an artist from those
of feminist artists. Barbara Zucker, founder but no longer a member

of AIR Gallery, wrote in 1975, that '"feminism has become an easy,
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predictable target. I do not believe our strengths will be
reinforced by staying in this polarized oasis."11

The types of suppression which attempt to divide and dis-
sipate a social movement's energy have more lethal effects, not only
on individuals but on the movement itself. Ash cites '"co-optation"
and "partial incorporation" as the two most dangerous of these kinds
of suppression. Co-optation, a "structural process of placing movement
personnel into elite-sponsored positions,"12 gives high visibility
to some individuals and divides their energies between the estab-
lishment and the movement. '"Partial incorporation" is "a cultural
process of incorporating portions of movement belief systems into
the prevailing ideology.”13 These two techniques can give the false
appearance that there has been significant progress toward movement
goals. The group of movement participants not selected for token
involvement in the elitist society may regress to the belief that
their problems are caused by personal failure, after all, since it
seems apparent that some of 'their kind' have been successfully
established in the mainstream.

The Women's Art Movement has experienced these types of
suppression. Because some few living women artists, like Louise
Nevelson, Alice Neel and others have finally been recognized and
are relatively prominent in the contemporary art world, the public is
encouraged to believe that women and men can achieve artistic success
with equal ease. That there have been occasional women artists shows
in major museums superficially convinces the lay person that sexist

discrimination no longer exists. However, the proportion of women
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included in gallery and museum shows and in their critical reviews

does not confirm that impression. As feminist writer Joan Braderman

states, "Certainly the patriarchy was sufficiently threatened to let
the feminist token into the limelight. But she did not make it into
the statistics."14

In the collective galleries, these forms of suppression

further divide the memberships. Many of those aspiring to the main-

stream and without a strong commitment to the co-ops, do not identify

it with tokenism when women artists are accepted into the established

art system. In fact, these members hope for the same in their own
careers. The other artists, with longer-term goals of women's

equality or artists' rights, feel that what they see as co-optation

and partial incorporation undermine their causes. John Howard writes:
It is a question of whether the attainment of some of the
more tangible and immediate objectives will erode the energy
and enthusiasm needed to pursue longer-range, less tangible,
but equally fundamental, goals. The consequence of proximate
successes may be to decrease the momentum of the movement,
It is partly a matter of practical concern: the more successful
one is, the busier, and the less energy one can devote to a social
16 .
cause. Further, once an artist enters the mainstream system, she
may become dependent upon its rewards and less apt to appraise it
critically. An angry black woman artist writes, "It is...curious to
see how quickly many white feminists...fell in line with the other
side when they felt that rocking the boat might disturb some of the
17

"crumbs' they had gained."

Movement organizations not only suffer from outside suppres-

sion, but they also are transformed by internal pressures. One such
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. . . . 1 .
change is "“oligarchization." 8 This structural change, toward
support of a few decision-makers, often accompanies ''goal displace-

" in which "the goals of organizational maintenance override

ment ,
the initial goals of social change."19 Instead of such a group
"putting itself out of business by changing the situation that gave

20 the longevity of the organization begins to take

rise to it,"
precedence over the political concerns.

Both the organizations of the Women's Art Movement and the
co-ops show evidence of these transformations. The structureless
democratic ideal of the early 1970s has given way, for efficiency,
to loose administrative systems.21 And the Movement's political
activism, though not completely quiet, has certainly diminished in
intensity during the progressively more conservative, ''law-and-order
mood" of the second half of the 19703.22

Many of the collective galleries originally had the secondary
goal of providing an actively supportive community for women in the
arts, resembling what John Howard calls the "expressive" purposes of
"fictive kin" groups.23 This early priority has become less and less
important, though, as the career interests of the members have become
even more dominant than they were initially. Now the co-ops have
become primarily "instrumental' associations, operating more or less
solely for a specific professional function.24 The galleries have
Stopped trying to be 'all things to all women artists' and have
narrowed the range of their endeavors.

The type of new members joining the galleries also reflects

the change in focus. Former member of ARC Gallery and one of its
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founders, Frances Schoenwetter, echoes the feelings of many others

in this study when she notes that many of the new co-op artists are
not feminists and they are not motivated by the same commitment to

25 AIR's Patsy Norvell

the collective that the early members felt.
voices the same concerns: ''They're [the younger generation in
general] not taking over and we're losing ground. They take every-
thing for granted, but things are not so equal now that we can
stop keeping track."26
The more individual-oriented, careerist attitudes of the
new members and the quieting of the collective spirit of the galleries
has led many to speculate that the collectives have become "insti-
tutionalized." As defined by Ash, this term refers to a group "which
is structurally and ideologically thoroughly incorporated into the
status quo, that is, it supports the existing class relationships

and the political system."27

Essentially these groups no longer
actively support social change.

Within the network of collective galleries, there has emerged

a hierarchy of quality such as one typically sees in the institution-
alized commercial gallery system. The 'highest echelon' co-op is

AIR Gallery. The art marketing world and other artists accord it
fuller recognition than any of the other collectives. It was the
first co-op, it is the best-known, and it has survived the longest,
with a turnover rate that is among the smallest in this study. The

percentage of artists who are content to retain their memberships at

AIR is larger than in any other women's gallery. Some are afraid that

AIR is the token women's co-op recognized by the mainstream. Others,
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like Barbara Zucker, believe the relative success of AIR has bred

complacency in the whole system of co-ops. She writes:
A kind of lethargy seems to have settled over feminism, not
just in the arts but in all phases of its development...
But worse, there is a kind of settling in, an acceptance of
the feminine 'institutions' which have developed since the
late 1960s; and those who seem the most quiescent, and the
least able to ask questions about where to move next, are
the feminists who are part of these collective oases .2
However, many observers feel the comparative quiet of the

Women's Art Movement and the co-ops reflects a national, social

movement mood. Writer Paul Fromm sees the 1970s as a retreat from

the activism of the 1960s: '"We may need this time to find our

2

roots, to learn where we've been so that we can go forward." 9

Women's Interart Center's Dorothy Gillespie says the atmosphere is

calmer because ''the time for crying is over, the time for blaming

is over, the time for complaining is over,"

and now women artists
must simply work hard.30 Feminist writer Robin Morgan also defines
the mood of the late 1970s as ''digging in" and not dying.31 She

continues:

We know that such change seems to move in cycles (thesis,
antithesis and synthesis--which itself in turn becomes a
new thesis...), and we also know that those cycles are not
merely going around in circles. They are, rather, an
upward spiral, so that each time we reevaluate a position
or place we've been before we do so from a new perspective.
We are in progress, continually evolving....32

Although all the co-ops were affected by the beginning

economic recession in the mid-1970s and the increasingly conservative

political climate, the chronology of these changes is somewhat different
for each co-op gallery, dependent especially on their locations and

the political attitudes of their founding members. The philosophies




of the Wome
1910s, are
Social his

3 I
tical of

Far)
-t 1= N
P

irtist C

%, altt
tl tep
ftire];
inlepe
"People

less"

too hay
Msiti,
thooge
the gy
the ¢}

that ;



of the Women's Art Movement, beginning on each coast in the early
1970s, are still spreading to the other regions of the country.
Social historian Maren Carden explains the time lag which is
typical of any social movement:
each wave [of reform] passes through each segment of
society twice--first in principle, then in practice.
A person, group, or institution accepts a new idea in
principle before it accepts responsibility for changing
behavior in accordance with that principle.33
Artist Cynthia Carlson applies the theory to women's art:
When the women's movement started organizing exhibits,
in the early seventies, it had an effect in places like
Colorado of allowing women who hadn't been given credibi-
lity for having talent...to begin working. Almost a
decade has passed and their work has grown stronger. It
is now an appropriate time for those women, who said,
'o.k. maybe I do have the confidence to make art' [to
begin showing it].
So, although organizational structures, art esthetics or ideologi-
cal tenets can be learned from model co-op art groups, it is an
entirely different individual and collective process to actively
implement that knowledge. Social historian Jo Freeman writes that
"people must go through [stages] to get to new levels of conscious-
ness" and develop at their own, sometimes slow, rates.35
These stages of developing consciousness, which the co-ops
too have gone through, are powerfully influenced by the political
positions taken by their founding members. That initial core group
chooses the other artists, makes early policy decisions and sets
the overall political and personal tone of the gallery. Applying

the theories of social change discussed here, it is predictable

that a greater proportion of artists who would establish a collective
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in New York in 1972 would be politically more aware and/or active
than the artists who would found a collective in 1977 in Philadelphia.
Political activism was simply more prevalent and artists were more
willing to be identified with their political opinions in the first
half of the 1970s than in the second.

Because of the quiet political mood of the late 1970s the
Women's Art Movement co-ops have certainly changed and become less
confrontive of the status quo. And the co-ops' and Movement organ-
izations' dependence upon public funding is a serious problem,
considering the country's current bleak economic condition. However,
women artists of the co-ops have improved their professional
environments significantly, and their political influence, though
more dormant now, is not dead. When their gains begin to be
accepted as natural and taken for granted, other 'layers' of
discrimination will surface and reach the awareness of some, new
higher expectations will arise, and a new push for further equality
will be attempted. Historian William Chafe's words are relevant:
"No one can claim that equality has been achieved as a result of
these changes, but it may be that a foundation for seeking equality
has been established."36 The social process is certainly not over.

Be wary about speculation about cycles and overhasty

pronouncements of rigor mortis. Feminist and pre-feminist
thought, and undoubtedly action as well, do not die;

they go on.
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lAn especially clear account of these stages may be found in
Roberta Ash, Social Movements in America (Chicago: Markham Publish-
ing Co., 1972), pp. 1-28. I will use the term social movement as
she defines it: '"attitudes and self-conscious action on the part of
a group of people directed toward change in the social structure and/
or ideology of a society and carried on outside of ideologically
legitimated channels or which uses these channels in innovative ways.'

2Sara Evans, Personal Politics, The Roots of Women's Liberation
in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: Alfred A.

Knopf, 1979), pp. 219-20.

3See Part II, Chapter 3.

4See Part I, Chapter 1.

5William H. Chafe, The American Woman: Her Changing Social,
Economic and Political Roles (New York: Oxford University Press,

1972), p. 277.

6Ash, p. 23.

7Berit As, '"The Five Master Suppression Techniques," speech given
at A Woman's Place, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 17 October 1979. See also
Pringle Smith, "Eight Games the System Plays, or, How to Psych Out
the Bureaucracy," Ms. 4(February 1976): 97-100, and Letty Cottin
Pogrebin, '"Have You Ever Supported Equal Pay, Child Care, or Women's
Groups? The FBI Was Watching You," Ms. 5(June 1977): 37-44,

8Bibi Lencek, "Artists Talk on Art Jan. 30: Their Balls Were
Black and Blue,'" Women Artists Newsletter 1(March 1976): 2.

9John R. Howard, The Cutting Edge, Social Movements and Social
Change in America (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1974), pp. 258, 260.

10Elouise C. Snyder, ed., The Study of Women: Enlarging Per-
Spectives of Social Reality (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), p. 33.
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Barbara Zucker, '"Letters to the Editor, What Do Women Want?"
Women Artists Newsletter 1 (December 1975): 2.
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131414,




1(*Joam

Individual
Part 11, (

15I-Iowa'

16Mere

irt Journa

17"Act

18Ash ,

191bi<

20Jo i
tions," C

21See

22Fre

23Hoy

24Ibi

I

miﬂois

2

ad §oey

0 ks

28Ba

Ml



112

14Joan Braderman, '"Juggling Contradictions: Feminism, the
Individual and What's Left," Heresies 1(January 1977): 89. See

Part III, Chapter 7, Tables 2, 3, 4.
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Freeman, p. 49.
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24Ibid.

5Frances Schoenwetter, interview, ARC Gallery, Chicago,
I1linois, 8 June 1979.

26Grace Glueck,'"'Redefining the Whole Relationship between Art
and Society,'"Artnews 79(October 1980): 63.

27Ash, p. 24.
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PART III

THE EFFECTS OF THE COOPERATIVE GALLERIES

ON CREATIVITY AND 'SUCCESS'
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'PLURALISM' IN THE ART OF THE COOPERATIVE GALLERIES

As the 1970s ended, the usual retrospective analyses of
the decade's art appeared in the press. The various writers agree
that no one esthetic, but rather a wide diversity of art styles
characterized the time. 'Most of the art world [is] grumbling that
there was no new art, no superstars, no new movements, no isms
that lasted longer than fifteen minutes.”l 'Pluralism' is said
to be more prevalent in contemporary art than at any other time,2
an assessment received with mixed, strong feelings in the art
community. Those art writers who most adamantly support the
mainstream's traditional focus on one or two art developments at
a time are the most distressed by the current 'chaotic' scene. The
views of the following three critics illustrate the range of these

art-world reactions. Hilton Kramer of the New York Times voices

one of the dimmest views of 1970s art, feeling that we are
"condemned" to the "perpetual whirl of countervailing and contra-
dictory styles and attitudes" which reflects a '"culture desperately
engaged in ransacking the past...in the hope of discovering an
identity that can win our credence."> Kim Levin writes in Art
Journal that the situation is '"'transitional" if "slightly crazed,"
corresponding to a historical period when the society has begun to
lose its confidence in "unlimited progress and expansion'" and is

. . 4 .
now occupied with a very eclectic "search for meaning."  Taking
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the most positive perspective of the three, John Perreault of

New York's Soho Weekly News enjoys being ''greeted with the spectacle

of many styles" and welcomes it as a 'healthy state of affairs"
which allows the '"'possibility of egalitarian pluralism.”5
Especially those writers who are supportive of the Women's
Art Movement share Perreault's positive opinion of the current
artistic diversity. The Movement, bound together by social and
political rather than stylistic affinities, encourages a wide, free
range of art-making. This preference for variety originated in
rebellion against the mainstream's 'modernist" attitude which favors
a linear evolution of self-referential artworks within a hierarchy
of esthetic styles.6 In fact, Lucy Lippard writes "Feminism's
major contribution for the future of art has probably been
precisely its liﬁh of contribution to modernism."7 Even critics
once disdainful of the 'quality' of women's art, such as Carter
Ratcliff, were beginning to change their minds by the mid-1970s:
"I don't really believe that all...feminist artists have broken
really free of the horrible o0ld art-world rules, but most of the
people doing that seem to be women and they [are] going in a good
direction."8 Also applauding the shift toward multi-styles, critic
Kay Larson says, "most of the interesting and important stylistic
developments of the decade have been directly or indirectly related
to feminism...And far from displacing men, female leadership has

opened up new freedom for everyone."9 That freedom had been long

overdue.
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Almost all writers agree that the most noticeable general
change in contemporary art since the late 1960s is the renewed
. . 1" "10 . .
interest in ''content. In this study, content will be used to
indicate what the artists intended to convey as meaning. "Intrinsic

' as Panofsky writes, is "a unifying principle which underlies

meaning,'
and explains both the visible event and its intelligible significance,
and which determines even the form in which the visible event takes
shape."ll Recently, art which has been created with the primary
intention of investigating the formal elements of art-making--

line, shape, color, marks--has been widespread. As Carla Gottlieb

writes in Beyond Modern Art, 'form was promoted to serve as the

!

content of contemporary art,'" artists taking recourse in form for

. . 1 . . .
innovation. 2 So, although all art involves content, for simplicity
in this study, I will refer to objective or non-objective art whose

principal content derives from formal considerations in art as

"formalist," and to art whose content derives predominantly from

human experience as '"content-oriented."

Kim Levin, along with many other art writers believes
social discontent led to the reintroduction of 'subject' or content
to art:

The disillusionment of the late sixties was transformed into
the illusions of the seventies. The art object itself

had become a fiction in a world which, littered with tech-
nological debris, became obsessed with identity, behavior,
appearance--with physical and psychic survival...behavioral
art [was made] that abandoned form to reveal privacies,
enact rituals, expose obsessions, depict illusions, or
retreat to revivalism.13
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Many feminists feel that especially their movement, with
its stress on self-knowledge, the potential for emotional growth,
and communication, led to the changes toward human content in
1970s art. Artist Martha Rosler writes:

Occurring at the moment when subjecthood could be identified

as an elementary concern of art, the concept [of women's

art] was clearly a response to nonformal pressures that
can.be summed up a§ wom?g's push for fully recognized
subjecthood in society.
Artists were integrating their personal development, accelerated
by the support of the women's movement, with their art, and
developing new, more expressive, content.

Ninety percent of the co-op artists in this study feel
that their participation in art collectives, the Women's Art Move-
ment, or the larger women's rights movement has positively affected
their individual art-making. Approximately sixty percent of these
artists say the influence has been supportive and indirect, without
impact on the specific imagery in their work. They feel the collec-

tives provide 'encouragement,'

increasing the incentive to work and
grow artistically.15 Each artist's freedom to select the work she
will exhibit allows experimentation 'to develop my art as I please,"
and strengthens her self-image as an artist. The availability

of a peer community to discuss the artwork permits helpful exam-
ination and clarification of a member's artistic development.

Hunter Levinsohn of Center/Gallery says, '"Working in the isolation
of my home has affected my art and being a member of the women's art

organization has reinforced and heightened the direction." Maureen

Garvin of MUSE Gallery believes that even though she had made
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"feminist art' before joining her collective, by showing the work
in a "feminist context," the "content becomes clearer.' Most members
say that they would have created much the same art with or without
the support system of the women's communities, although maybe not
as quickly. Several artists, though, such as Harriet Bart of WARM
Gallery, believe the Movement probably did have an unconscious
impact on all of the art, since it "has affected our lives in so
many ways.'

Those artists who acknowledge the women's movement's
direct influence on their art's content--only thirty percent of the
artists in this study--say they have begun to make more ''personal,"
"intuitive," '"autobiographical," or 'political' art than they had
before. Several can identify specific relevant developments in
their art: Marcia Carlson Marfia of Front Range says, "I used to
be afraid or ashamed of utilizing personal, sentimental or nostalgic

' and that until the Movement, she would not

images in my painting,'
consider using pattern painting because she believed it was '"shallow."
Katie Seiden of Central Hall writes that, influenced by the

women's movement, she changed from "realistic' painting of '"bottles
and reflections," to sculpting her present work 'which has something
to do with struggle, emerging, rebellion, striving, humor, mystery,"
possibly because ''some of my unconscious ideas and feelings were
freed." Some have very self-consciously at least experimemted

with "feminist art," even though they may have returned to a more

classically formal approach to art-making subsequently.
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The co-op artists strive for widely divergent artistic goals.
The art of the collectives runs the content and style gamuts of 1970s
work, from formalist to political, minimal to decorative. Within
the co-ops, one can readily identify artists who are primarily
concerned with many types of formal issues in their work as well as
those who focus on various kinds of content. That content generally
reflects social issues publicized by the women's movement, whether
or not the individual artist intended a specifically political
subject. This 'women's content' can be divided into two categories:
images associated with a contemporary woman's responses to living in
today's society; and traditional or archetypal images of women and
their roles in history. The works I will assemble here include
these two categories as well as formalist art.16 The artworks cross
stylistic boundaries, but in terms of attitudes toward content, each
division's unity is clear.

Less than fifteen percent of the co-op artists make primarily
formalist art,17 and that proportion reflects a fairly steady decline
since the early 1970s. This esthetic direction away from formalism
in the collectives is not surprising, considering the increasing
stylistic pluralism evident in the larger art community during the
decade. 1In addition, the combination of the free artistic environment
of the collectives18 and the prevalence of the philosophical issues
of the Women's Art Movement led to even more than usual experimenta-
tion among the co-op women. By the last half of the 1970s, pluralism,
including "women's art' styles and content, was acknowledged; artists

could be professionally accepted whether they chose to make formalist
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art or art with other of the content options.

Four examples19 of formalist artworks from the co-ops
illustrate the variety of artistic efforts in these 'classic'
directions. Marion Ranyak of Soho 20 made brightly-colored,
geometric, painted collages, like Syncopation, during the early
1970s (Figure 1). Her art pieces '"involve the relationship of
forms, shapes, and colors, either working together as a totality

20 Blythe Bohnen, during her two years at

or with each other."
AIR Gallery in 1972 and 1973, focused on the definition of

gesture. Form in Three Brushstrokes is a strong example (Figure

2). She writes, "I am one of the activating forces in my art,
working at the same time as gravity, moisture, temperature, and

. w2l . . . . o
light. Gesture is also important in the work of Salli Zimmerman

of Central Hall Gallery. In Haloes of Muted Light #I1, she uses

charcoal, pastel, pencil, and graphite on paper, as a ''demonstration
of energy, activity, and imagination achieved through an interplay
of light and dark"22 (Figure 3). A last recent example of formalist

art is Song on the Wind, by Judith Ingram of MUSE Gallery (Figure

4). Her image is handmade paper and fleece, and using only these
she can "create the texture of weaving, the line of drawing, the
color of painting, the dimension of sculpture."23 Co-op artists
have certainly used formalist concerns to depict a variety of
innovative, expressive meanings.

The co-ops have shown approximately six times as much content
art as formalist art in the 1970s. About one-half of that content

work portrays a woman's experiences in contemporary society. Sex
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role expectations are often explored. Sometimes 'woman's place'
is protested; sometimes it is extolled, by elevating the everyday

accoutrements of women's lives to the status of fine art images; and

always, the meaning is personal. The intent is often, though not
always, to make a social statement. Within this category of con-
temporary women's content are<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>