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Is the Canon a useful concept to employ in order 
to determine equality within the art world?



The traditional selectivity of the canon reflects the ‘inclusion or exclusion by 
which social groups are represented or not represented in the exercise of 

power.’ (Guillory, 1987, p.483).

This includes the exclusion of female artists.



Article Breakdown:
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- The Gendered Reception of Helen Frankenthaler
- Conclusion

Core Case Studies: 
The first section of the article discusses issues within the narrative and structural criteria of art history, citing core case 
studies, Pollock’s Differencing the Canon (1999), and Parker and Pollock’s, Old Mistresses (1981); relating these key ideas 
to theorists, including Mulvey’s, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975), and Foucault (1972).

The second half of the article presents a critical analysis of artists, Hannah Wilke, and Helen Frankenthaler in relation to 

relevant theorists, including Barry and Flitterman-Lewis (1980), Hemmings (2005), Johnson (2013), Lippard (1976), Jones 
(1998), Gohari (2014), and Schor (1991).



Disregarding the Structure of the Canon:

‘The canon is politically ‘in the masculine’, as well as 
culturally ‘of the masculine’.’ (Pollock, 1999, p.24)

There can be no way of adding women into its discourse, 

‘because a place for them - but only as secondary and 
derivative - is already structural into its 

formation.’ (Pollock, 2013, p.xx). 



Disregarding the Structure of the Canon:

Mulvey states that sexual difference defines the woman, ‘as a 
linchpin to the system: it is her lack that produces the 

phallus as a symbolic presence’ (Mulvey, 1975, p.6).

Mulvey goes on to conclude that, ‘these cinematic codes… 
must be broken down before mainstream film and the 

pleasure it provides can be challenged’ (Mulvey, 1975, p.18.)



Historiography as a Criticism of the Canon:

the failed acknowledgement of female artists within history, ‘lies in 
the unassimilable question of sexual difference as a challenge to 

the very possibility of the one ‘rule’ or ‘standard’ that is the 
canon’ (Pollock, 1999, pp. 9-10).

‘discourse is not life: its time is not your time’ (Foucault, 1972).

‘history consists essentially in seeing the past through the eyes 
of the present and in the light of its problems’ (Carr, 1987, p.21). 



Feminist Art History and the ‘Essential Feminine’:

Barry and Flitterman-Lewis evaluate the effectiveness of feminist 
artwork in terms of its ability to recognise, ‘the need for a theory of 

cultural production.’ (Barry and Flitterman-Lewis, 1980, p.36)

Four Categories of Feminist Practice:
- Essentialist

- Valorisation of Crafts (also essentialist)
- Separatist

- Textual Practise

Hannah Wilke, S.O.S Starification Object Series (1974-5)



Feminist Art History and the ‘Essential Feminine’:

Hemmings depicts a history of progress in feminist art as, ‘a shift from the 
naïve, essentialist seventies, through the black feminist critiques and 

‘sex wars’ of the eighties, and into the ‘difference’ nineties and 
beyond’ (Hemmings, 2005, p.116).

This double narrative, ‘oversimplifies different areas of feminist thought 
and the contests over meaning that characterize feminist debate at all 

points of its history.’ (Hemmings, 2005, p.116).

Instead, Hemmings encourages ‘a way of imagining the feminist past 
somewhat differently – as a series of ongoing contests and 

relationships rather than a process of imagined linear 
displacement.’ (Hemmings, 2005, p.131).



Hannah Wilke, S.O.S Starification Object Series, An Adult Game of Mastication (1974-5) twenty-eight black-and-white 
photographs framed.

Conflicting Feminist Readings of Hannah Wilke:



Conflicting Feminist Readings of Hannah Wilke:

Barry and Flitterman-Lewis dismiss Wilke’s S.O.S. as essentialist, due to Wilke’s self-
objectification, ‘in assuming the conventions associated with a stripper’ (Barry and 

Flitterman-Lewis, 1980, p.39).

‘Wilke is positioned as too close to the mechanics of image production and, 
therefore, unable to develop a theory of representation, but at the same time she is 

able to ‘assume conventions’… of pin-up femininity’ (Johnson, 2013, p.86). 

‘where we might expect to see long manicured nails we in fact find chewing-gum 
‘scars’, which appear almost monstrous in their departure from the conventionally 

sexualized images’ (Johnson, 2013, p.97)

Lucy Lippard shared the same lack of clarity over the themes behind Wilke’s body art, 
deducing that, ‘Her own confusion of her roles as beautiful woman and artist, as flirt 
and feminist, has resulted at times in politically ambiguous manifestations, which 

have exposed her to criticism’ (Lippard in Reckitt and Phelan, 2001, p.214).



Conflicting Feminist Readings of Hannah Wilke:

This outdated perspective enforced ‘the absolute need to remove the female 
body from representation; any presentation or representation of the 

female body was seen as necessarily participating in the phallocentric 
dynamic of fetishism’ (Jones, 1998, p.24). 

‘Hannah Wilke explores her body/self as already not her own and enacts 
femininity as, by its very definition in patriarchy, inexorably 

performed’ (Jones, 1998, p.152).

‘Wilke’s work operates within the frame of aesthetic judgement to 
highlight its internal contradictions.’ (Jones, 1998, p.174).



Helen Frankenthaler, Mountains and Sea (1952) oil and charcoal on 
unprimed canvas.

The Gendered Reception of Helen Frankenthaler:

Jackson Pollock painting through the action of 
pouring paint onto canvas.



The Gendered Reception of Helen Frankenthaler:

‘Frankenthaler’s painting is manifestly that of a woman… Without Pollock’s 
painting hers is unthinkable. What she took from him was masculine... What she 

made with it was distinctly feminine, the broad, bleeding-edged stain on raw 
linen.’ (Goosen, 1961, p.78). 

Schor asserts that inversions of the patrilineal system are infrequent, stating, ‘women 
artists are rarely legitimated by the mention of their work in the contextualization 

of a male artist, even when significant visual and iconographic elements link a 
male artist's work to that of a female forebear.’ (Schor, 1991, p. 59).

‘critics de-emphasized Frankenthaler's artistic innovations to focus primarily upon 
male artists… with the effect of downplaying her originality… and positioning her 

as a talented follower.’ (Gohari, 2014, p. 35).



The Gendered Reception of Helen Frankenthaler:

Lack of theoretical education on women artists, ‘combined 
with the patrilineal tendencies of art writing and canon 

formation… the art student, female or male, has few 
tools for disrupting patrilineage.’ (Schor, 1991, p.63).



Conclusion:

Is the Canon a useful concept to employ in order to determine equality within the art world?

•  The traditional canon cannot be re-constructed to include previously omitted women’s work, as 
the inferior positioning of women is deeply embedded within its discourse.

•  Instead, its structural criteria must be challenged.

•  The overall feminist double narrative of progression or loss imitates the traditional structure of 
the canon, raising a number of issues.

•  So, any form of linear narrative, patrilineal or matrilineal, is inadequate as a model for making 
art histories.

•  Patrilineal similarities between Frankenthaler’s and my own practice, reinforce the need for a 
change of structure in how artworks are read and valued, as it suggests that patrirllineage may 
still perpetuate through education.

•  This issue can only be overcome by adopting a historiographical outlook. 
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