Art - re - archives

BY KATHY O'BRIEN

hroughout history women have
more often been the subject of art
than artists themselves. But there is
more to women’s art thatn the
Mona Lisa. There are women like
Barbara Lounder who feel alient-
ated by the male art world, who
don’t identify with what is consi-
dered our artistic heritage.

Female artists are trying to reclaim and
express women's place in history and cul-
| ture. In Halifax there are women artists
working outside the mainstream who do
not see the world with the same eyes as
men. Lounder, Pam Pike and lani Maestro
have ditterent visions and perspectives
Maestro is a Filipino, and her work is
influenced by her home country. Pike’s
work is colored by her lesbianism. But still,
these women share qualities in their
expression of art. They use untraditional
media and techniques to challenge society,

often questioning

institutions.

Although there are no definite rules to
follow and no definite character or nature
to feminist art, there is, as Lounder points
out, a “kind of tone to feminist work."

Wilma Needham, a feminst professor of
art, warns against calling feminist art a
style. “That implies that it is just a flash in
the pan," she says. “But feminist art goes
much deeper than that, hitting at the daily
existence of women's lives."”

Needham has always questioned
women'’s role in society, but her work did
not always have a feminist message. Still,
even while she was doing abstract art,
Needham says she felt she made certain
images because she was a woman. “'T used
flowing, sensual lines and they seemed to
come out of my persona.”’

Needham came to the Nova Scotia Col-
lege of Art and Design, where she teaches

partriarchal

feminist art criticism, in the late 1970s. It
was at NSCAD that she began seeing artists
doing feminist work. She turned to femi-
nist art, using a diverse range of media,
including performance, sculpture and
shides.

Some feminist artists criiicize the image
of women that is portrayed in art or popu-
lar culture, says Needham. By criticizing
these images weare saying that they are not
us."”

To counter some of the images which
men have created, Needham and other fem-
inist artists depict women who are strong,
intelligent, acuve, heroic.

In her work Soeme Fine Women, Necham
uses slides to project images and documen-
tation of
side of a Zeller's store. Needham presented
not only upper-class white women, but
black and native women as well. Needham
chose a Zeller's store as her site because the

10 Nova Scotian women on the

store was largely stalfed by women work-
ing in low paying, low status jobs.

Needham is also part of an anti-nuclear
affinity group, N.A.A.G.S. These women
have performed sueet theatre and pub-
lished satire about social 1ssues, including
the effect of technology on women, the
injustice of government spending and war
planning.

Like Needham, Barbara Lounder has
moved from traditional to feminist are. She
also is concerned about social issues, espe-
cially those which pertain to women, par-
ticularly violence- against women, the
I)E'Z:l(\l' movement, lll’lli-[";i(']'illl illld h(]\\' (ht’
medical society treats women.

Last fall Lounder had a show, Caring,
Curing, Women and Medicine which
illustrated the dangers that women face
from male doctors, such as sterilization
against one’s will, and exposure to danger-
ous drugs and contraceptives. She had
heard stories about women who had been
treated badly by doctors, and through
research she found out that this was “a far
reaching problem.” Lounder combined
sculpture, photography, cartoons and
written text in this show.

Lounder is currently making “wrouble
dolls,” small sculptures based on Guatam-
alen novelty items. She 1s examining the
culture and craftwork of the Guatemalan
indians and contrasting it with Guatema-
lan items found in Halifax. A vast number
of the Indians were killed by the former
Guatemalan military government and
Lounder is dealing with this in her art
focusing attention on the women who
have been killed by the death squads.

While Barbara Lounder has researched
the culture of oppressed people, Lani
Maestro has actually grown up in the Phi-
lippines in which political oppression has
been rampant.

Maestro speaks of friends and relatives
who have been imprisoned by President

Marcos. Now that he has been ousted, she is
waiting for news of their release. Perhaps,
that is why Maestro often uses mail or
envelopes in her work. It is a symbol of a
link between Canada and the Philippines.
Although Maestro has always been anx-
ious to get letters from home — letters that
were always censored by the government —
she never knew what kind of news they
might contain.

Maestro was one of the lucky Philippi-
nos. Although it was difficult, she was able
four years ago to leave for Canada. Still the
rnipines have not lett her. It is the polit-
ical persecution by the former Marcos
government which has been the driving
force behind Maestro’s work.

While she was in the Philippines, Maes-
tro did abstract art, which, she says, “was a
way of coping. I could not mold my pain
into social realism or other representa-
tional forms of art.” When she came 1o
Canada four years ago, Maestro’s work

changed drastically. She studigminism
which made her “redefine thlue of
abstract painting.” Maestro w does
untraditional mixed media inlations,
often using sculptural forms.

One of the pieces that Maecreated
includes a table which could d for an
interrogation table. Spread on able are
twelve manila envelopes, whicpresent
the passage of time. Maestro olrepeats
images in her works; repetitionresents
one way of coping, she says. et Pain
also contains repeated images. lis work
Maestro covered thirty feet ofll with
nails an feathery pieces of pz which
1L, a smering
effect, like “a form of sleep.”

Maestro says she has learned 1se pol-
itical content with her art. Maes politi
cal art is influenced by femin, yet 1t
does not deal directly with wol “Alt-
[ am starting to locuoare on

gave [rom a distance,

though

women | am more concerneith how
affect humanity. In Third
World, injustices done to womnire part
of a bigger problem."” /

“I feel a committment to “"‘“‘ as a
for the analysis dism
society; I want to tell peoplout the
situation that's going on outre,” she

1SsLes

tool and of

Says.

Maestro 1s an innovative artine who
uses discard materials, such as-, nails,
and salt, in her work. Unlikelitional
visual art, Maestro's work 1s tewary. "'l
put up work and then take it daagain,”
she says. Maestro does not alwaow her
work in art galleries: Quiet Pevas dis-
played in a hallway.

Meastro also invites viewer:partici-
pate in some of her work. In respon-
dence Maestro made a large bestall an
filled it with manila envelopgch one
containing the name and addrga polit-
ical prisoner. Viewers were asketake an
envelope and write to the prid.

INTERNIONAL

Maestro is not elitist; as she says, she
wants her work to be “accessible.
ramela Pike also plans to invite viewel
participation in her show, Second Sex,
Third Sex. which opens Saturday. One of
the main parts of the show wil be a video
about lesbianism, The Absence of Us. In
one shot a group of women are scribbling
lesbian messages on walls. Pike plans to
take the gralitu-covered set to the show
['here will be markers so that viewers can
wdd their own messages to the walls.

Pike, a leshian feminist, is the
actress in the video, which seems to contain
witobiographical elements. There are
many levels to the video. There are poetic
images, such as the walls the women write

main

on, which can be seen as the walls that
enclose lesbians, The whispers on the
sound track allude to the secret lives that

many lesbians lead. Although the Absence
of Us is about the oppression and isolation
that lesbians often suffer, it also affirms
lesbianism

Pike also has work which
issues that affectall women, such as porno-
graphy and prostitution. Pike calls her art
“a political analysis of issues that concern
women.”” Although she has been accused
of being anti-male, Pike says she is in fact
anti-patriarchal.

Pike began doing traditional art, con-
centrating in printmaking, before moving
on to mixed media. She is becoming more
interested in audio and video media. It is
easier for women to make videos because 1t
is a new art form, one without a long male
tradition, says Pike. Pike also likes videos
because they can easily be shown to com-
munity groups.

Pike says that it i1s love of work, not
money or fame, that motivates her. “When
I decided to make feminist art, I had to give
up any ideas about becoming famous,”
says Pike. ‘I now judge my success by how
the women's community supports me.”
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"THERE IS NO FORGETTING" 1985, Artist Barbara Lounder

Black women’s
music: spine-
tingling dignity

By NAA DEI NIKOI
he Black woman has taken a rich,
colourful, tragic and
often times lonely route to the pres-
ent, but her impact on contemporary
music 1s unsurpassed.

Through the feisty independence of Bes-
sie Smith, the spine-tingling soulfulness of
Mahalia Jackson, the dignity of Marian
Anderson and the supremacy of Leontyne
Price, Black women have left no form of
musical expression untouched: from clas-
sical to folk, from European to African.

During the 1920s in the classical blues
period, Black women first recorded their
songs for wide distribution. The blues
were song-stories, about everything from
bad feet to straying husbands, which evolved
from cotton field chants and slavery work-
sOngs. _

The success of the blues record by Mamie
Smith in 1920 led white record compan-
ies to search for more Black women who
could sing the blues.

This led to the discovery of Gertrude
“Ma' Rainey, considered the first great
female singer of the blues, who sang in tent
shows in the American South since 1902.

The union of this great folk art and the
commerical music industry invariably
benefited the industry more than theartist.

By 1928, the popularity of the blues
began to fade. After 92 records Ma Rainey
returned home to the tent-show circuit

SOMmMeNnmes

and, until her death in 1939, supported

herself by operating two movie theatres in
Rome, Georgia.

Earlier Black female' musicians were
exploited and left out of all levels of con-
irol - by the producers, promoters and
assorted sharks on whom they had to
depend.

Bessie Smith, the Empress of the Blues,
did not have a royalty agreement; she was
paid a flat fee for each session. She earned
the paltry sum of $28,575 for 160 record-
ings made at Columbia Record Company,
an amount equal to what many pertormers
earn today for one show. Smith's 1920
recordings sold so many copies that she
was an important factor in saving Colum-
bia from bankruptcy.

The folklore of Black music is strewn
with victims of the exploitive white com-
mercial system.

Bessie Smith died at age 42 in Clarks-
dale, Mississippi in a hospital following a
car accident — amid questions about
whether her race prevented her from receiv-
ing proper medical attention.

Billie Holliday, the beautiful woman
with an edge to her voice and who influ-
enced a generation of singers, died at 44
after being arrested for narcotics addiction.

Dinah Washington, the Queen mother
of modern rhythm and blues, died at 39
after mixing alcohol with prescription
drugs.

Phyl Garland, Associate Professor at
Columbia University Graduate School of

Journalism, has followed the progress of

Black women in popular music.
“It is hard to think of any of
these women as winners in
anybody's game. Yet they
were, in a strange kind of way.
By the sheer force of their crea-
tive powers, they defied the
constraint imposed on them to
influence American musical
tastes and to create a rich musi-
cal heritage.”

Black female artists have established a
tight family of influence.

Ma Rainey’s legacy was carried on by
Bessie Smith, who later influenced Billie
Holliday, Dinah Washington's work dur-
ing the fifties and early sixties influence
Aretha Franklin, who has inspired count-
less others, including Whitney Houston.

Black women pioneers in classical music
have also paved the way for others. Marion
Anderson, who had a “voice heard but
once a century’’, was denied an opportun-
ity to sing at Washington's Constitution
Hall in 1939. Segregation limited her
career and she was past her prime in 1955,
when she became the first Black to sing at
the Metropolitan Opera.

Anderson opened the door for Leontyne
Price, the first Black prima donna of opera
and today one of ‘the world’s most
honoured women.

| must

The present generation of singers has |

learned that the key to success lies in plan-
ning personal strategies for longevity, not
just short-term survival.

For Patti LaBelle, longevity has meant |

diversification. She has undergone many
transformations since
“Supremes’’ period of the 1960s . She had
hits with the Bluebells, later renamed
LaBelle.

After the group disbanded in 1976,
LaBelle concentrated on developing a
career as a solo artist through efforts like

the long-gown |

husband,

albums and in 1973 with her
Nick Ashford, established an act that plays
to SRO crowds everywhere.

Chaka Khan attracted attention in 1974
as the voluptuous lead singer with Rufus.
Said to sing like she has ‘seven lungs’, she
has steadily built a solo career since 1978 in
the popular R & B domain while experi-
menting with jazz.

Khan tackles the rhythmic and har-
monic intricacies of jazz singing as if she
was born to it and has recorded with Dizzy
Gillespie, Freddie Hubbard and Chick
Corea.

To achieve popular success, an artist
¢ross over. The $4 billion-a-year
record industry provides widespread expo-
sure and mass acceptance instantaneously
all over the world.

Black female artists are moving into a
period of greater influence and acceptance

-in the music business by diversifying their

activities and broadening their stylistic
base to reach a larger share of the overall
audience.

Tina Turner, phoenix-like in her rise
from the ashes of her old career, is today
cast in a new setting, produced by British
rockers who favour synthesized effects and
a razor-edged sound. The result has been a
renewed interest on the part of fans from
her Ikettes days while teens from Michigan
to Mad Max land have welcomed her as a
new discovery.

Diana Ross has become as shrewd witha
balance sheet as with a music sheet, con-
trolling her own multi-million dollar cor-
peration while still managing to stay on the

| charts. Ironically, it was Ross’s portrayal

of Billie Holliday in Lady Sings the Blues
that elevated her to superstardom and
earned her an Oscar nomination for Best

| Actress.

her one-women Broadway show and as an |

actress in A Soldier’s Story. Her banshee-

like voice leaves one feeling haunted and |

definitely moved.
The key to longevity for Valerie Simp-

' son of Ashford and Simpson has been to

establish herself behind the scenes as a pian-
ist and songwriter. In 1971, she began
recording on her own, producing two solo

Aretha Franklin's powerful, stirring
voice earned her the mantle of the Queen of
Soul. Her inspirational quality is derived
from her deeply-rooted spirituality.

For Black women in popular music,
with acceptance comes greater power and
with power, greater freedom to express
their heritage with dignity and pride.

The creauvity of the Black woman .is
being kept alive. As Lena Horne says,
“inside every Black woman there is an Are-
tha Franklin dying to come out.”
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