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woman’s head. Despite the presence of the caged head,
Bourgeois’s and Masson’s images differ in striking ways.
Masson's piece disturbs in rewriting the female body as exoti-
cized other, its juxtapositions of images of femininity and mas-
culine control, its fetishistic substitutions of the sipns of
nature—flowers and feathers—for the sites of female sexual
pleasure. Bourgeois’s piece oubles in conflating the woman’s
identity with the house and its powerful connotations of a con-
trol that silences as surely as Masson’s flowered gag.” Yet
rather than seen as an assault on the body, literal or metaphor-
ical, Bourgeois's Femmes-Maisons have most often been read in
terms of the biographical, the literary, or the allegorical.”
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According to Bourgeois, the woman in trying to hide
reveals herself to be naked.” The dry, linear drawing schema-
tizes the figure, turning it into sign rather than object and
stripping it of specular eroticism. As sign rather than image of
the female body, Bourgeois’s representation lies outside the
category of fetish object. Instead it becomes a signifier of self-
perception and self-deception, in which silence and repression,
domesticity and confinement, vulnerability and retreat simul-
taneously resonate and contradict.

Rosalind Krauss has noted that for the Surrealists, “the
primacy of vision—its perceptual automatism as it were . . . is
pure . . . [while] the calculations of reason . . . are controlling
and degenerate.”™ Bourgeois's representation, although it
draws on Surrealism’ reliance on the unconscious as a source
and on deforming the visible, emphasizes structure and rests
on a rational, if subversive, ordering of the anarchic forces of
the id.”” This striving toward a conscious organization of
meaning distances Bourgeois’s representation from Surreal-
ism’s commitment to breaking down rational structures.
Bourgeois's Femmres-Maisons are not Surrealist (and may, in
fact, owe only a passing formal resemblance to Masson’s man-
nequin). Yet they intervene in the territories of Surrealist rep-
resentation in ways that underscore the complexity of the
dialogues berween generations of artists.

As early as the 1940s Bourgeois had begun symbolically
merging male and female in totemic wood figures that evoked
Max Ernst’s and Alberto Giacomerti’s objects, but it was dur-
ing the 1960s—as part of a wider rejection of minimalist
geometries in favor of a deployment of the referential and the
embodied that owed much to Surrealism—thar Bourgeois,
Yayoi Kusama, and Eva Hesse began to produce works that
mobilized the body to challenge the gendered binary opposi-
tions that supported modernist art as a masculine enterprise.

Bourgeois’ latex pieces of the 1960s, like those of Hesse,
evoke multiple and shifting associations with skin, interior and
exterior badily spaces, and orifices. During that decade she
developed the biomorphism of polymorphous sexuality and
fusion thar has characterized much of her work. Examples
include Portrait (1963), an early latex piece with rounded,
indeterminate forms bulging against a rubbery skin that
resembles a flayed animal hide; the self-described self-portrait
Sleep (1967), with its rounded and hard, phallic yet flaccid
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forms; and Torse (Self~Porteait) (1963), a quasi-abstract body
mask covered with penile, scrotal, and labial shapes.

Bourgeois often displayed pieces comprised of breast and
penislike forms in groups. Recalling Freudian and Surrealist
condensations of images, they also imply a dispersal of power
in which the phallus, no longer simply part of a larger organ-
ism, multplies. Its threatening potential is tamed as
Bourgeois’s hand shapes her forms as if they were plants.
Phallic form, subdued and softened in works like Germinal
(1967) and Untitled (1970), is equated finally with the kind of
generative power historically assigned to the feminine.”

Bourgeois’s biomorphic forms, with their references to
the mutating metamorphic forms of Jean Arp, Masson, and
other Surrealists and their suggestion of male and/or female
genitalia, resist the construction of female subjectivity around
notions of difference and otherness. In a similar way during
the 1960s, Yayoi Kusama, a self-professed “visionary mad-
woman” who arrived in New York from Japan in 1957, also
began symbolically challenging the structures of sexual differ-
ence by interpolating the phallus, symbol of patriarchal
authority, into environments composed of familiar domestic
objects.”

By the mid-1960s the new expressionist strain in New
York art was often linked to postminimalism’s embrace of non-
art materials like rope and latex, and its reliance on the gestur-
al, the temporal, and the conceptual. Since 1966, when critic
Lucy Lippard and artist Mel Bochner first remarked on the
strong bodily associations of Hesse's art, critics have often
pointed to the surface tactility of Hesse’s expanded repertory
of materials and the multivalent associations of her imagery.”
“The scale is modest, bur just right, carrying a strong sense of
bodily identification,” Lippard noted of Seguel (1967-68), one
of Hesse’s latex accumulations. ™

Lippard, drawing on the work of Yale psychologist
Gilbert J. Rose, used the term body ego to describe how an
image might refer simultaneously to inner and outer bodily
sensations.” Isbtar (1965), Nine Nets (1966), and other works of
these years also exploit the sensuous, tactile, and flexible quali-
ties of latex and net through multiple and shifting significa-
tions that evoke both male and female.*

Hesse’s work of the mid-1960s, like that of Bourgeois and

Kusama, remains focused on the interplay of material and con-
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cept, an acceptance of the mediating effects of gender on sub-
jectivity, and a resistance to gender stereotypes. This work also
announced an extension of transgressive practces derived from
Surrealism that explored viscerality, the language of the body,
and bodily deformation as a challenge to Western culture’s
insistence on the inviolability and integrity of the human body.

As artistic practices of the 1960s and 19705 increasingly
registered the breakdown of modernist geometries and the
two-dimensional picture plane, work that emphasized the vis-
ceral and the unbounded both recalled Surrealist exploitations
of the ffirme and pointed toward later theoretical and critical
writing on the abject, an embrace of the unbounded, perme-
able body that leaks and dissolves, the body traditionally asso-
ciated with the interior regions of the feminine other, among
them monstrosity and disgust.

Seeking to conceptualize the repressed, the forbidden,
with its threat to social order and stability, critic Julia Kristeva
argued for a theory of the abject, identified with the space of
the feminine and more specifically with the maternal body as a
place of passage, a threshold where “nature” confronts “cul-
ture,” now seen as the moment of challenge o the distinctions
that supported theories of feminine otherness.”

By the 1980s attitudes toward representations of the body
that derived from earlier Surrealist practices mingled easily
with the legacies of body art, feminist performance, postmad-
ernist appropriations, parody and critique, and an expanding
politics of the transgressive body. Growing attention to femi-
ninity as the repressed encouraged many contemporary
women artists self-cansciously to explore the primal body, to
present bodily images stripped of personal or social context
and re-present them as disturbing symbols of social break-
down and/or psychological fixation, and to dislodge meaning
and identity.

Kiki Smith’s misshapen females viscerally bear, and bare,
the signs of their femininity as they manifest the hidden mark-
ings of the feminine. Although she has resisted conscious self-
representation as a motivating factor in her female images, her
work—with its echoes of the Surrealist informe—has signifi-
cantly reshaped the contemporary female body in representa-
tion. Stripping the female body of social and personal content,
Rona Pondick explores the roots of female subjectivity in
infantile needs and primal fixations.
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Although the visual conventions differ, confronted with
Pondick’s literalist reflection on Freudian theory one cannot
help but recall an earlier artistic commentary on the “father”
of psychoanalysis. In Remedios Varo’s painting Waman Leaving
the Peychoanalyst (1961), the woman leaving the doctor’s office
(identified by a plague beside the door that announces
Freud/Adler/Jung) exorcises her patriarchal demons by deli-
cately dropping the severed head that she holds upside down
by its long gray beard into a deep well.

Varo’s severed head recalls the fragmented bodies of
Surrealism and contemporary representations aimed at trans-
gressing social convention. “I always feel that my identity as a
woman and as an artist is divided, disintegrated, fragmented,
and never linear, always multifaceted . . . always pictures of
parts of bodies. . . . I always perceive the body in fragments,”
Annette Messager has written.®

Messager, a Frenchwoman, has frequently acknowledged
her debt to the Surrealists: to their interest in artifacts, ethno-
graphic articles, and collections and, above all, to Surrealist
photography with its bodily and psychic dislocations produced
through the montage and the manipulated photograph. Yet
Messager’s fragmented imagery relates directly to the produc-
tion of gender through a commaodification and objectification
of the female body. Piéce montée, no. 2 (1986; pl. 22) incorpo-
rates actylic and oil paint with photography. Both horrifying
and parodistic—Messager locates one of its sources in a 1930
photograph of a human tongue by the Surrealist Jacques-
André Boiffard—Messager’s disembodied head vomits forth a
cascade of fragmented body parts.

Other contemporary artists have sought a new focus for
female subjectivity in hybridization, fetishization, and the dis-
placing of self onto artifacts of the body. Annette Messager’s
dresses, Paula Santiago’s garments, and Dorothy Cross’s
objects covered with cowhide and cow udders explore the self
through substitutions and deferrals of meaning while Marta
Maria Perez Bravo fuses Afro-Cuban religiosity and feminine
experience in large-scale photographs that site the maternal
body (hers) between the personal, the social, and the rimalistic.

“Clothing,” Kaja Silverman suggests, in a feminist refram-
ing of Freud’s assertion of the ego as a mental projection of the
surface of the body, “in articulating the body simultaneously
articulates the psyche.™ Like Oppenheim’s Gloves, Cross’s
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Virgin Skroud (1993) and Stilerto’s (1994) manipulate bodily
coverings and fashion’s reliance on bodies. In the latter work, a
pair of fashionable high-heeled shoes covered in calfskin that
terminates in a cloven hoof, Cross comments ironically on how
we wear animal skins over our human skins in ways that often
signify our embrace of culture (fashion) over nature (animal).

Cross, an Irish artist from a country still defining itself in
relation to its rural past, reshapes the fetishized imagery of
Surrealist works like Magrites Philosaphy in the Bondoir (1947),
a painting in which a pair of women's shoes sprout toes and a
nightdress breasts into wry commentaries on gender, desire,
and the fetish. Freudian theory does not admit the possibility
of female fetishism, denied because the woman inhabits the
body that bears that sign of its lack, rather than standing apart
from it as does the man. Yet the tactility of Surrealist objects
like Meret Oppenheim’s fur-lined teacup and bound high-heel
shoes, and the fact that many of her objects seem to bear the
imprint of an absent body, has been interpolated into many
subsequent explorations of self through objects identified with
the ferinine.

Santiago, like Kahlo before her, produces works that enact
personal pain through bodily images. Using wax and tissue-
thin layers of rice paper, she produces delicate layered sculp-
tures in the form of a child’s undergarments or sections of
garments. Using strands of her own dark hair, she carefully
stitches together body shapes that have been dyed with her
blood. Like ghostly tracings of the body’s surfaces and con-
tours, given momentary form and suspended in space or hung
in vitrines, they record the insubstantiality of self and body
image. Literally incorporating traces of her own body, as the
relics of saints often contain fragments of the saint’s body, their
fragmentary displacements are like 2 memento mori, a fetish, a
talisman, like the locks of hair that lovers used to carry next to
their bodies to invoke the absent partmer.

The articulation of self through strategies that identify
the self and the exterior world or that register the self through
traces, absences, or disguises both affirm and deny the embod-
ied self. Masking, masquerade, and performance have all
proved crucial for the production of feminine subjectivity
through active agency.
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Self as Masquerade/Self as Absence

Womanliness therefore could be assumed and worn as a mask, both
to hide the possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals expect-
ed if she was found to possess it—much as a thief will tum out his
pockets and ask to be searched to prove thlat he has not the stolen
goods. The reader may now ask how | define womanliness or where |
draw the line between genuine womanliness and the ‘masquerade’,
Wy suggestion is not, however, that there is any such difference.

Joan RiviErRe  “Womanliness as a Masquerade”

As long as | have a mirmor next to the camera, I'm acting enough to go
into a kind of france and draw a character up. | have little scenarios in
iy mind.

CINDY SHERMAN  Aperture

Psychoanalyst Joan Riviéres essay theorizing the concept of
femininity as a masquerade, a decorative surface hiding the
woman’s lack and enabling her to negotiate a subject position
within patriarchy, appeared coincidentally in 1929, the same
vear as André Breton’s Second Manifesto of Surrealism.” While
Riviére theorized a masquerade that was indistinguishable
from feminine non-identity, Breton’s manifesto seems to repu-
diate the very idea of disguise. Over and over he invoked
Surrealism as the means to clarification, illumination, self-
knowledge. Nevertheless, throughout the 1930s disguise and
masquerade functioned as weapons in Surrealism’s assault on
the foundations of the “real.” In 1938 Marcel Duchamp extin-
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guished the lights and “hid” the architecture of the Galerie des
Beaux-Arts, the site of the international Surrealist exhibinon,
under 1,200 hanging sacks of coal. A row of mannequins,
embellished with found objects, lined the corridor outside the
gallery like prostitutes in the Rue St.-Denis, pointing the way
to the surreal universe within. If Riviére’s masquerade of femi-
ninity enabled the woman to assume a place within a mascu-
line world, the Surrealist masquerade challenged the rational
parameters of that world.

A decade earlier the deployment of masks in Dada perfor-
mances at the Cabaret Voltaire had enabled the performers to
sustain an illusion of becoming one with the Other, of shed-
ding inhibitions and releasing the so-called totemic and primi-
tivizing forces associated with the unconscious.” By 1929 these
irrational and primitivizing forces had cdearly been reformulat-
ed under the sign of the feminine.

Many Surrealist masks and costumes—like the elaborate
feathered headdresses that Max Ernst wore to signal a shaman-
istic identification with his alter ego Loplop, the Superior of
the Birds—identified the wearer with non-European cultural
traditions and beliefs. Others, like the masks produced by
Meret Oppenheim and Leonor Fini out of fur and feathers,
exoticized their creators as part of that otherness. Still others,
however, encouraged the enacting of different sexnalities and
gender roles.

As early as 1925 Claude Cahun had begun using mirrors
to double and distort her image. Photographing herself in a
series of disguises, her face painted or heavily made-up, she
appeared in the guises of androgyne, sailor, mime, acrobat,
Buddha, wrestler. Cahun’s iconography of fluid, transgen-
dered identity no doubt owed as much to the pioneering les-
bian culture that supported Romaine Brooks's striking Self-
Portrait (1923) and Radclyffe Hall’s novel The Well of Loneliness
(1928) as to Surrealism. The results of her interventions into
the representational terrain of sexual difference have recently
been seen as articulating gender and sexuality as positional
rather than fixed. Examining this work in the more historically
specific context of lesbianism in the 1920s and 1930s—mar-
ginalized within Surrealism by Breton’s homophobia and with-
in broader culture by medical discourses of homosexuals as a
“third sex”—suggests a more urgent political stake in the
struggle to place herself.
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Cahun’s are not the only Surrealist images of female
cross-dressing (Kahlo's Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair, 1940,
and Varo’s Harmony, c. 1956, come immediately to mind), but
her interest in the thearer identifies that genre’s performative
model, as well as the presence in that milieu of sexually
ambiguous figures like Sarah Bernhardt, Ida Rubinstein, and
Beatrice Wanger, as key sources for Cahun’s explorations,
Cahun's photographs have often been read as prefiguring the
imagery of the unstable self produced by Cindy Sherman’s
mediated self-images, though there is no evidence to suggest
that Sherman was aware of Cahun'’s work at the time she began
inserting her own self-image into film stills and other media-
based representations.

Although Sherman has consistently denied historical
influences, her work of the 1980s is often discussed in relation
to Surrealism and frequently related to Surrealist practices
that refigure the body’s meaning through its parts. “Even her
most dutiful and intoxicating references to disaster films and
film noir pale before her homage to Hans Bellmer,” notes crit-
ic Andrew Menard, “[and] several of the new pieces (the sex
pictures) rather slavishly mimic photographs from the Poupée
series.™

Such readings, however, fail to account for the extent ro
which Bellmers bodily dislocations (almost always sexualized
and coded female) have been absorbed into a contemporary
culture in which physical reorderings of the body (through
disease, organ transplants, etc.) have become a fact of life
rather than a weapon in a Surrealist assault on Western
assumptions of bodily wholeness and integrity.® The cultural
codes of Sherman’s critiques of pornography are nowhere to
be found in Bellmer’s fetishized bodies. Indeed many of
Sherman’s substitutions and deformations point toward an ear-
lier interest in locating the transgressive body at the boundary
between the human and the machine,

Sherman’s Untitled #261 (1992; fig. 3) and Max Emnsts
Anatomy of @ Bride (c. 1921; fig. 4) share a fascination with
mannequins, simulacra, and machine function thar derives
from the sexualized bachelor machines of Dada fantasy. The
Dada machine-célibataire, however, emerged from the tangled
strands of the Kafkaesque literary imagination and the literal
replacement parts of bodies torn apart in battle. Sherman’s
prostheses, on the other hand, belong to a marriage of medical
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technology and cyborg fashion. This parodic element of
Sherman’s work, with its double references to film and fashion,
technology and virtual reality, adds a level of miming and
appropriation that does not collapse back into historical
Surrealism or Dada. In introducing a note of irony she neatly
distances her representations from Surrealism’s enthusiastic
assaults on bodily integrity.®

Constituted as Other, as object, in Western representa-
tion, the woman who speaks must either assume a mask (mas-
culinity, falsity, simulation) or set about unmasking the opposi-
tion within which she is positioned. Yet cross-dressing and
performative practices have enabled women artists from
Cahun to Sherman to embody what Judith Butler has called

Cindy Sherman
Untitled #2561, 1952
Coler photegraph

68 x 45 in.

Private collection

3
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the “three contingent dimensions of significant corporeality:
anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender performance.™
“Under this mask, another mask,” Cahun wrate, “I will never
be finished carrying all these faces.”*

Masquerade for women has functioned both as an ele-
ment in rituals of seduction that rely on costuming and as a
means of blurring gender boundaries by using coded signs, the
meaning of which shifts from historical moment to historical
moment and from culture to culture. Freud and Cixous have
pointed to the apparendy greater bisexuality of the woman, for
whom assuming the clothes that signify masculinity suggests
her ability to assume a mastery over the image and the look.
Adopting the imagery of the Other, the signs of male sexuality
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and masculinity as coded through dress, gestures, bearing, and
look—as Cahun does in many of her Self-Portraits (1920s),
Kahlo in Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair (1940), and Sherman
in the untitled self-portraits that reference Mick Jagger, Andy
Wiarhaol, and other male performers of ambiguous sexuality—
the woman who cross-dresses blurs the signs of sexual differ-
ence. The Surrealists’ fascination with androgyny is well-
documented.*

Like Cahun, Meret Oppenheim often used masks and
masquerade to produce images of the self that blurred gender
roles.” The practice continues in the work of contemporary
artists interested in exploring gender and sexual roles through
performative strategies and in producing the self through jux-
taposition and layering with, or in relation to, external objects.
Japanese artist Michiko Kon surrounds and overlays her body
with elaborate hybrid constructions using raw fish, flowers,
and vegerables to create images with the visually and viscerally
disruptive potential of Oppenheim’s objects and the allegorical
resonances of Arcimboldo’s sixteenth-century portraits.

Performative strategies also encourage agency and exter-
nalized perceptions of self. Many paintings by Fini, Tanning,
and Kahlo suggest the use of masquerade to control external
perceptions of women, Kahlo, for example, often staged her
self-presentation through carefully chosen symbaolic images
and cultural “props.” Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen have
remarked on the split between the theatrical mise-en-scéne of
Kahlo’s masquerades and the withdrawal of affect into a mask-
like face that produces her as gazing subject rather than as
object of another’s look:

For Frida Kablo beauty was inexctricably bound wp with sasquerade.
In ber self-portraits . . . ber face vemains severe and expressionless
with an unflinching gaze. At the same time the mask-like face is
stervonnded by lcwriant growths, accoutrements, ornaments and
Jamiliars—a monkey, a doll, @ baivless dog. The ornament borders
o fetishism, as does all masquerade, bup the imaginary look i that
of self-regard, thevefore a feminine, non-male and naveissistic look.
There is meither coyness or cruelty, none of the nuance necessary to
the male eroticization af the female look. The masquerade serves the
purpose of displacement from a traumatic childbood of the subject
bersell cver-remerbered, ever-repeated”
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The fetishization of nature, costume, and attributes evident in
many of Kahlo's self-portraits also defends against a fear of
barrenness, of non-identty. At times, new meanings collapse
back into old images, into the fear that beneath the facade, the
mask, the costume, there is nothing to be seen. Surrealist self-
portraits by women often reveal a tension between the invest-
ment of self in the reflected Other and the fear that behind the
elaborate productions that stage the feminine as Other there
lies only emptiness.

Confrontation with a self that offers nothing new is the
subject of Varo’s The Encounter (c. 1955). Here a woman stares
bleakly into space as she raises the lid of a box and discovers
that it holds nothing except her own image. As Varo's biogra-
pher Janet Kaplan explains, quoting the artist, the woman
approaches the box in anticipation of finding intriguing self-
revelations within, but finds not another but the self: “Bound
by a fraying fabric to that other head in the box, she confronts
the reality of self-exploration—that one is tied to the self one
already knows.™"

Varo’s painting suggests an ironic play in which otherness
becomes sameness in a scenario that recapitulates Freud's
account of sexual difference: a scenario in which the male sub-
ject gradually distances himself from the mother (the first
ohject of desire), whereas the girl child is denied the distance
that comes with knowledge and must become that original
object of desire through an identification with the female
{maternal, for Freud) body. This identification with the mater-
nal body that Freud and subsequent psychoanalytically
inclined critics posit s a condition of female subjectivity pro-
duces femininity through doubling.”

The doubled image in Surrealism has often been read as a
means of breaking with unitary meaning or; as Rosalind
Krauss has elaborated, a device for signifying the real and the
unreal simultaneously.” The doubled image, however, also
provided women artists with a way of complicating otherness
by reproducing it as sameness, by making the woman Other to
herself and engaging her in a dialogue with the self that pro-
duces her life as narrative. Discussing literary autobiography,
Paul de Man noted that the subject of autobiography is not an
ohjective fact but a “textual production,” and dialogism often
characterizes self-narratives by women artists.”
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Kahlos Twe Nudes in the Fungle (1939), with its play of
light and dark, its doubling of vegetation behind the two nude
figures, alludes to a sexuality based on sameness rather than
difference. A series of remarkably gentle gestures—a hand
stroking hair, a foot resting on another’s thigh—break with
assertions of difference by suggesting the possibilities of self-
identification and self-pleasuring. Here the otherness is also
the otherness of cultural difference, an acknowledgment of
Mexicos multplicity of culmural heritages and traditions.

Kahlo frequently used doubled images of the self—as she
does in The Twe Fridas (1939) and The Tree of Hope (1946)—to
position herself within the dualities out of which she formed
the narratives of her identity: European/Mexican, nature/cul-
ture, body/body polide. They indicate her dual cultural her-
itage, her simultaneous existence as the loved woman and the
rejected lover, the self located within a physical body that bore
the signs of both disabling pain and conventionalized beauty.

Kahlo’s continuing renegotiation of boundaries—between
past and present, illness and health, Mexican and European
culture, Diego and herself—also informs the work of the con-
temporary Mexican artist Paula Santiago and the Cuban-
American artist Ana Mendieta. Both have enacted the
self/body through a registering of its traces and through
images that suggest the absent body.

Partial exile from the body, recording the body through
its absence or trace, or imprinting it elsewhere may reveal psy-
chological dimensions of the self, political understanding,
emotional awareness, or all of these, Such strategies, common
bath to Surrealism and to later performative acts by women
that refuse the body as biologically determined or visually
objectified, cannot be reduced to single meanings. Mediated
by the specificities of culture and historical moment, they
reveal the body as marker of identity, as border between multi-
ple awarenesses of self, and as the source of complex images
that challenge the specularization of the body in Western rep-
resentation.

The work produced by women working historically in the
context of Surrealism neither reduces easily to contemporary
theoretical paradigms nor offers simple answers to the prob-
lems of female subjectivity and representation. Nevertheless,
in making women's consciousness of self, body, and exterior
world the subject of representation, it initiated a set of condi-
tions through which to frame femininity that remain as power-
ful for women today as they were in the 1930s.
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