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 To the best of my knowledge I have never been a typified imperialistic misogynist, by which I mean 

that I have seldom, if ever, looked a work of art depicted the female form and been inspired with 

thoughts of base carnality.  No, art has never operated on that level for me.  However, there is a 

certain school of thought (of which The Guerrilla Girls are head prefects) which would suggest that 

this very complacency is in itself a complicity.  To this charge I would say “nonsense.”  But then, I 

would say that: I am a male. 

 

As an opening paragraph this doubtless comes across as a tad anti-feminist.  This is far from the 

truth, although Jacques Lacan (1901 – 1981) would postulate that by simply viewing an image of a 

woman I am being somewhat passive-aggressive. 

 

“How’s that, Jacques?” I cry.  Because, he says, by looking I am contributing to the gaze of the 

subject, and by “gaze” Lacan refers to the state of awareness what one can be viewed, a 

psychological state which alters the relationship, to varying degrees, between the viewer and the 

viewed.  Michel Foucalt (1926 – 1984) would further suggest that this state of being is a non-

voluntary relationship established by the creator of the image, used primarily as a tool in the balance 

of power. 

 

A potent example of this, insofar as the Twentieth Century is concerned, can be found in the writings 

of Laura Mulvey, who references the male gaze in the world of cinema.  Mulvey states that women 

are largely objectified (i.e. made an object.  Quite patently so) in film because more often than not it 

is a man behind the camera, and while this is a theory that holds little water in modern art (where 

statistically more women are being schooled now than men), it still rings true in modern cinema. 

 

Throughout the centuries, art has by degrees broken down its misogynist criteria of the male 

studying the female.  Bellini’s “Naked Young Woman in Front of the Mirror” from 1515 can be 

looked upon as the beginning of this trajectory.  The painting depicts just that.  What is of crucial 

significance here, though, is the young woman’s face: she is unaware that she is being viewed, and 

what makes this significant is the inherent power balance (obviously, in this instance heavily in the 

male’s favour) of the viewer being aware of the situation, and the viewed being unaware.  However, 

if we jump forward through time to almost precisely three hundred years, we can look at Ingres’ “La 

Grand Odalisque” and immediately notice that this has changed.  Here, the naked woman is posed 

away from us on a bed (prostrate, whereas Bellini’s subject is sat upright), and is casually looking 

over her shoulder and directly returning our gaze.  Now, what creates significance here is the sharing 

of the experience, which in and of itself begins to redress the power balance: knowledge, after all, 

being power.  Now there is an implied ambiguity as to who is in control – the artist, for posing her in 

such a way?  And if so, we have to assume that she has indeed been posed.  The viewer, for catching 

her off guard in a state of modesty?  How do we know that we have the advantage, merely because 

our instincts tell us that a naked woman is naked only because she believes that she is alone? 

 

Or is it, as one starts to believe, the woman herself who has begun to claim back power?  There is no 

evidence in her expression which suggests surprise or alarm, in fact she looks positively complicit in 

the situation.  However, go forward again to 1894, and Toulouse Lautrec’s “Woman Putting on 

Stockings”, and one finds the naked woman in a state of complete nonchalance. Another (clothed) 



figure is present in the painting, but there is little to suggest interaction.  Only when we consider 

that Lautrec’s models were by and large dancers and prostitutes do we then consider that this would 

be an everyday event for the woman, and not worthy even of a second thought. 

 

So where does this leave the power balance at this period in history?  We begin to see woman 

complicit and nonchalant about their nakedness and the fact that we can see them in this state, but 

the fact remains that we are indeed looking at women with no clothes on.  Is it misogynistic to 

suggest that the women are victims here?  That they are awaiting the male viewer to step in and 

save them from their circumstances?  Egon Schiele’s “Pair of Women” from 1915 would suggest that 

the woman is now in full control: not only implicit in the situation but even aroused or at the very 

least in full control of it.  If one watches “Excess”, the biopic of Egon Schiele, then one knows that 

the models would feel shame about the poses and situations the artist would place them in, and that 

Schiele himself was held in low esteem as a sexual deviant. 

 

It is only with modernism and post-modernism that the female is truly beginning to gain ground in 

the power struggle inherent in art.  With the Suffragettes at the beginning of the twentieth century 

and the introduction of the vote for women, the first stirrings of equality were in the air.  In the 

literary world, Virginia Wolf was de rigeur, and considered as great an artistic force as the likes of 

James Joyce.  Of course, however, it was only after the Second World War that literature began to 

have powerful female voices: Iris Murdoch, Edna O’ Brien, Muriel Spark et al exploded onto the 

literary circuit during the Fifties and Sixties with the works of each of these writers carrying strong, 

empowering and even, to a point, gynocratic undertones.  This is reflected in the art world by the 

likes of Georgia O’ Keeffe, whose art has long been interpreted as vaginal. 

 

It is at this point that I shall mention the austere John Berger, whose pivotal work “Ways of Seeing” 

has, since its initial publication, been a staple reading requirement for any student of the arts.  In the 

early 1970’s a television series was produced for the BBC based on this book, and of crucial interest 

here is the second episode, wherein Berger interviews a group of women in an ostensibly laid back 

setting (what appears to be a local pub).  All of the interviewees seem taken from the then 

burgeoning middle classes, all are soft-spoken (sheepish, some might say), and all of them are 

sipping small glasses of wine, whereas the interviewer – Berger – holds court, cigarette in hand and 

furnished with a full pint.  After Post-Feminism it is difficult to miss these little details. 


