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the name Judy Chicago s synonymous
with the 19705 Femninist Art movemcent. She created the
Ferninist Art Program at California State University—
Fresmo in the carly 19708 and cofounded a similar pro-
gram a1 California [nstitute of the Arts with Miriam
Schapiro. In 1973. she cofounded the Women's Building
in Los Appeles with ant historian Adene Baven and
designer Shelia de Bretteville, Shortly after. she began
her best-known work: The DHrser Mirty, a massive, tri-
angular table get with 39 place seitings, each represent.
ing a histaric female figure—from Sappho to Artemisia
Gentileschi to Sojourner Truth—is a multimedia monu-
ment that employed a variety of techniques (ceramics,
needlework, china painting, gilding) and was more than
five years in the making.

by Lauren O'Neill-Butler
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30 Years Later, Judy Chicago’s Dinner
Party Has Enough to Go Around

The Dinner Party delnuted at the San Francisco Musewm
of Modern At in 1979, and though the exhibition was
prafitable for the museum (“the bookstose made so much
moncy they bought a computerized cash repister they
cilled “Judy,”” notes Chicage). it debut inspired heated
arguments everywhere from the feminist community
to the halls of Congress. As an explicit comment on
women's erasure from the annals of history, the picce
was both more political and—with its famously vulvie
painted plates—more sexwal than much modern art of
the time, and its coverage by mainstream news and art
publications was, though widespread, largely derisive.



The Dinner Party, installation viowr and “Primordial Goddess" place setting

Chicage went on to create other collaborative works,
including the #irth Project (1g&o—8g) and the Holocaust
Project (1985-03). and to receive a slew of grants, awards,
arul honarary degrees, Her Through the Flower organiza-
tion, establisled in 1978 to help facilitate the completion
of The Dinster Party, works to create proprams promsting
wornen's cultural achievements and 1o promote Chicage's
owe work. Recently, she helped create the Ferninist Ar
Praoject, 3 website for exhibitions, symposia, publications,
courses, and other special events designed 1o highlight
feminist artists.

Mearly three decades later, Chicapo'’s most famous work
iz again in e spotlight: The Dinner Party has fouwed a
permanent home at the newly constructed Elizabeth Al
Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Muscum,
‘:'F"'-"':"i"'i"r this ﬁfr‘r:i:l!lg- Toa new books an E!::rngn'u arcl
and life accompany the opening: the biopraply Becoming
Judy Chicago by Gail Levin, and The Dinner Party: From
Creation fo Preservation, written by Chicage herselfl
With 2oy shaping up te be a preat year for feminist
art—aleng with the epening of the Sackler Center, 1LLAS
Muscum of Comtemporary Art is premiering the exhi-
Imtion =Wack! Art and the Feminist Revolution,” and
thie Brooklyn Museum’s “Glabal Feminisms® will sheaw-
case more than oo contemporary female artists from
58 countries—Bitch got Chicage on the phone for her
thoughts an the past, present, and future of a controver
sial genre,
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Did you have any idea in 1774 that The Dinner
Party would become such a feminist landmark?

| sct out to try and teach womten's history through a
monumental work of art, and from the beginning my
seal was for it bo e |11e'ru|.:|11|;'r|1'|:|.' haused, 1 was just VETY
nalve abeut hew that happens. | thought that it would
b toured around the word and it would end up perma-
:|:||.'||'l'|:.' hou=ed, S0 i1t was a 1;r.|n'|]'.|'||.-h' shock when instead
of my dream coming true, The Dinner Party became the
picce that nobedy wanted to show,

I've had a really long struggle to get here and to Hight
for the recopnition of feminist art, becavse there's been
a real resistance to both the word “feminist” and to
ackmowledging the importanes of the feminist art move-
ment. There were decades of people deing prassroots
nrg.llli;.-'ing and wamen '|'.|{=Ii1in:|1:.i:|.g their local museums
and trying o find permanent housing [for the piece|,
and finally it was achieved because of Elizabeth Sackler,
|Brooklyn Muscum director] Arneld Lehman, and the
trustees of the Brooklyn Museum. [ never dreamed how
lomg it would take; 1 never imagined the level of contro-
versy thal would erupt. Bul out of that | have leareed
quite a lot,

What kept you going through these tumultuaus
years? Art critics called the work "kitsch,” con-
servatives called it "porn,” and some members
of Congress propesed to cut funding to the
University of the District of Columbia in 1990 if
you donated the work to the school.






That was a sustained effort 1o silence me and to try and
pretend The Dinner Party hadn't been seen by a million
people. But there are two things that sustained mie. One,
my knowledge of women's history: 1 knew the stories
of women who had gone before me and | knew what
they lad enceuntered, When Elizabeth Blackwell went
to medical schipol—slie was the first woman doctor—she
was only accepted into the school as a joke. She was spit
at on the street and no one spoke o her for two years,
Sojourmeer Truth was humiliated when she lectueed: a
man [once] said te ber, *You muest be 3 man, yvou can't
be a woman.” Susan B. Anthony was ridiculed, [ think
knowing what women before me had been abile 1o over-
come in order to make the chanpes upon whicl we stand
was really important for me,

The other thing is that 1ve been very fortunate to have
a mumber of people who have supported me, because
without suppart you just can't do anything. Even il they
wore museum peaple, ar collectors—or in the case of the
Holocaust Project, Holocaust scholars—that didn't stop
writers from accusing them of bad judgment for believ-
ing that my work was important. It wasn't just me who
had 10 stand up 1o it

But within the feminist community thera was also
same controversy. The Dinner Party apened up
many discourses on feminism—on feminism and
race, for example, since Truth was the only black
woman represented in the plece. Meanwhile,
feminist art critics hadn't developed a language
of their awn, so it was difficult for the work to
receive their input, and easy for critics to bash it.
Allin all, though, it seems like The Dinner Farty
was instrumaental in the way that it challenged
feminists during this time. Is that right?

Well, 1 think thats true. Although onc of the things
that was exceedingly disappointing was the depree to
which feminist critics picked up the language of [New
York Times art eritec] Hillon Kramer—that's an indica
tion of the degree to which women are still enthralled
by patriarchal authority. Yeu know, wiwen The Disser
Perry was shown in 1996 as part of the "Sexual Politics”
exhibition at UCLA's Armand Hammer Muscum that
waz curated by Amelia Jones, twe Women's Studies
department at UCLA threatened to picket the show! |
remember Through the Flower's board hearing this and
the discussion was, *How could hundreds of thousands
of perfectly ordinary women recognize that The Dinner
Party colebrated wormen. but sa-called feminist thearists
didn't get i1?"

It soemad like the reviews of the show were
negative bacause it was openly feminist. The

Los Angeles Times's Christopher Knight, in his
review of the show, wrote: “'Sexual Politics:

Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party in Femninist Art
History' is the worst exhibition I've seen in a

Les Angeles musoum in many a meon.... Now
the work has been foalishly trotted out at the
UCLAfArmand Hammer Museum of Art as the
catalyst for a look at feminist issues from the last
quarter-century.”

As much as Amelia Jones had studied what happened
to me, she was unprepared for what happened to her.
She was attacked in very much the same way 1 had been
attacked, Ar that point there wasn't much eritics could do
about The Dinver Party since it was already such a part
of our history. Peaple were studying it and, like you said,
beginning to look at the discourse around it But Amelia
became the target of some pretty brutal criticism,

Knowing what women
before me had been
able to overcome in
order to make the
changes upon which we
stand was important
for me.

But there have been seme revelatory reviews as
wgll, though most have been in the last decade.
New York Times art critic Roberta Smith's 2002
review of The Dinner Party at the Brooklyn
Museum is definitely important to mantion.

It was fantastic. The way the Tines works i that enoe
somebody tenders an opinion, pobody can challenge it
within the paper: all the other articles have 10 be con-
sistent. And so, with that review, Roberts Smith bas-
cally reversed the 2o years of New York Tioes attitude. |
called [former SFMOMA and Hammer Museumn dinec
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tor] Heney Hopkins after the review and said, "Heney, am
| a different person than | was yesterday? Is The Dinner
Party a different picee!” Because once the Times changed
its opindon, everyone changed their minds. It was inered-
ible, |but] disappointing teo. | mean, | was very glad o
receive the review—don’t get me wrong—Dhut people
should think for themselves.

I want to go back to the Feminist Art movemaent
of the late 1970s. Critics like Lucy Lippard and
Arlene Raven were standing up and taking con-
troversial risks by trying to expose your art and
other faminist art to the public. Despite their
efforts, it seems to me that the history of the
Feminist Art mevemaent is commonly misunder-
stond and rarely taught. It's not enough to say
that the optimism of the era is gone and that

the complexities surrounding sexual palitics and
contamporary art have surpassed the ideas in
your work.

The mainstream art worlds attitude towards the LgPes
feminist att movement—thal it was something minor,
and that it's now passé—gets transmilted into their writ-
ings on it. So one of the things I'm looking ferward to
in 2007 is the real story that's geing to emerge through
these exhibitions.

Tou know, ferminist art has spread all over the world,
Butitis a long way from being recognized. and that's one
ol the reasons Arlene and [ came up with the Feminist
Art Project. | went back to teaching in 1990, and aver the
last seven years I've taught at six different institutions.
One of the reasons | went back was 1o see what was hap-
pening in univeesity art education, Well, 1| was horrified!
Young women arc not learning about feminist art. ane
still mot learning about womnen artists, and are still not
encouraged to wark out of their experience as wosnen—
and if they do. there's no comprehension of what they're
doing, 5o they're not [getting] guidance and support from
their professors. That's where a lot of my thinking las
been focused, on how to change that.

You present feminism as heroic and expressive:
There's frequently a unified symbel of female
imagery (a triangle or flawer, for example) in
your work, and you use embroidery, ceramics,
and china painting—=forms that have been called
“feminine,” but raise craft to high art. Why did
you choose these materials?

I've always chosen particular technigues for their
expriessive purpose. And e aften worked, even belore |
veered away from medernism and minimalism, in frinpe
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lechniques. I've worked with fireworks, | went to auto-
body school, and ve worked in plastics, ['ve worked in
techniques that were not so roofed in the Eurocentric
tradition because [doing sof allowed for an opening of
expressive possibilitics, This is fairdy significant in the
history of women artists—you go back 1o the 17th cen-
tury, where women had to wse the prevailing forms (bib-
lical paimting, for example) and insert their content into
that, I'iried that with minimalism, and cven when | ot
some personal content in there it wasnt perceived. So
when 1 started The Dinner Party, | looked 1o medicval
art, which taught Christian religion through religious
imagery, | was looking for new forms to represent cen.
tent. | had done this series called The Great Ladies with
sprayed acrylic, but | wanted something more specific in
terms of technigue, which is bow [ stumbled onto ching
painting.

There's been 2 lot of misunderstanding of my choice
of techniques for The Divirter Party and even later work,
as if | made a ferminist proclamation like, “1'm going to
use china painting and needlework because it's always
been associated with women,” No, Both had unexplored
acsthetic potential, jand] that probably was because they
were associated with women and weren't taken seriously
lay the mainstream. Nevertheless, had they not had tha
[potestiall, | would never have chiogsen them. But once
havinp chescea then, of conrse, [ realized (here was an
irony in using these degeaded technigues. since [ was
using them to express a degraded, diminished history.
So the techniques fit the content.

Most of your work is concerned with teaching
women's history, and your nonprofit Through

the Flower practices faminist art pedagogy

and takes Its name from your first bosk. Can

you touch on your cantributions to feminist

art education?

The origingl idea was to build on the success of The
Dhnner Parly and to make Through the Flower an
independent institution—it just ook 25 years! Now.
Through the Flower, which is a feminist art organi-
zation, 15 turning its attention more o education and
long-term planning, One of the things we're working an
i5 the development of 2 Dinner Party-related curriculum
for grade school, middle schoal, and high school.,

I'm sure there will be schasol tours geing through
the Sackler Center, so these will be important

in developing young feminists. But you knaw, |
read Through the Flower for the first time while
preparing for this interview and | wish that | had



Dawe of the biggest prablems

for woren Das been sustain-
ing our institutions, our mag.
azewes, and our schools, And
that’s a place where work by

SHUTTERED,

WOFTAN HAS THE SAME WISK FOR SELE-
DEVELOPMENT AS MAN, THE SAME IDEALS, YET

SHE I5 T¢ BE IMPRISOMED INM AM IMPTY
SOUL OF WHICH THE UERY WINDOWS RRE

philanthropists like Elizaleth
Sackler could act as a tremen-
dous model. Still, there has
been a lack of understanding
of the importance of financial
suppert or 3 lack of willing.
eess an the part of women to
tzke risks and support thosce
vehicles, organieations, forms.
and institutions that give us a

The Dinner Party, datall, "Anna van Schurman” runner

read it much earlier—Illke when | was first learn-
ing about women artists 10 years ago!

Weell, we brought it back on iUniverse. | could say 1'm flat.
tered, but it also speaks to the Fict that there has not been
as much change as 1 would have hoped for in those 3o
vears since it was pullished, IF Through the Flower, which
was the outpouring of a young woman struggling to find
Iser avwm voice, is 5811l relevant. that means that thers lias
not boen enough change.

It dees, unfortunately, still apply to the current
situation, even when somathing like 40 parcent of
people in art school are women. As you say, this
history is treated as totally passé, as if gender in
art is no longer an [ssue.

Ive bad o work owtside of the art market beense the
market wasn't interested in distributing what [ produced.
Now that's starting to change, bt it's very interesting to
see what work ix becoming marketable, OF course, it’s the
wuork that's the least disruptive.

Cove of the issues that | hope will become the subject
of some discourse i Can feminist art be absorbed by the
mainstream, of will it be cut off from its radical roots?
Because feminist art, at least as | conceived of it, was
intended o create change, 1o reach 3 broad audienee and
not to e consurmed v a zrmall elitist audience.

vodce, Lintil that happens, we're
Boing to stay on the margins,

That leads into my final
questions: What are your
suggestions for feminist
art and your thoughts an
the future of feminism?
And what's some advice
you might give to emerg-

ing feminist artists?

This pers back to your earlier question about how 've
sustained myself—I've done so by understanding where
I am and where we are in history. This isn't about giv.
ing white middle-class career women more rights. This
ig abwast 2 fundamental change on our planet, And art s
part of this larger struggle.

We are about to see, as | smentioned, that what has
happened is a global feminist art movement. For young
women who live in cosentries where its literally danger-
ous to make femindst art. many leave their country of
origin and they po 1o New York or they go to Landon and
they begin to work for a western audience. Even though
its understandable that they do that, we ave o be will-
ing lo take the risk to challenpe the structures of society
that both imprisen and =ilence us.

[ Brope that The Dinner Partpwill act as a mode] because
of its story. There [ was—a young woman without any of
the trappings that artists usually have in order 1o get their
work Jout]. | dide't have a major curater, or a collector, ar
a critic. [What] we are taught in 2chool is that there are a
small number of people who care about art, and that you
Irave 10 work for that audicnce. Well, [ dida’t, And what
| learned from what happencd with The Dinner Party is
that the power of art can be enormous,

—

Lauren Q'Hedll-Butber is s art historizs and writer based in Brookiyn, MY,
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