
The idea of femininity, determined by nineteenth-century bourgeois morality, still predominated in the first half 
of the twentieth century, a period in which the visual pleasure of the male gaze would dominate the construc-
tion of such femininity, present across art history through myriad gender stereotypes and, most notably, nudes. 
The feminist and sexual revolution movements that emerged in 1960s America and Europe would impel artists 
and historians to undertake a process of analysis, not only of the works of art made by men, but any form of 
visual construction from popular culture or embedded in the collective imagination, in order to single out such 
types of conventionalism and subvert them.

These artists’ overriding form of expression was tied to the so-called “new media” of the 
time, a language deemed to be uncolonized by men, and in contrast to the long patriarchal 
tradition of disciplines such as painting and sculpture. Photography and video, moreover, 
worked as the chief forms of recording and performance and the use of the female body as 
a strategy of representation of the self-subject creator opposite the women-object role. 

Irony and humour would also become commonplace resources to reshape such female 
stereotypes. In The Ballerina and the Bum, Eleanor Antin, ridiculously attired in a tutu, 
travels across the USA as she makes her way to New York, the place where her dreams of 
becoming a famous dancer will come true. In the story she tells a bum, a parody unfurls on 
the paradigm predicating female success on beauty, delicacy and popularity. In Struktura, 
Croatian artist Sanja Ivekoviç, via a composition arranged in a series of different images 
of women from the mass media, alludes to art movements such as Minimalism — and its 
main representatives as male artists — to confront the mathematical coldness of these 
artistic practices with a touch of humour and narrative, added on the photo captions.      

In this line of enquiry and efforts to decode how women are represented in the media, 
Eugènia Balcells analyses the final scenes from numerous photonovels, a literary genre 
aimed at a female audience and highly popular during the latter stages of Francoism. The 
mass repetition of these images in the installation Fin becomes a denouncement of the 
subtle imposition of a dominant and conservative social model associated with the con-
cept of the traditional couple and a championing of the romantic relationship as an expe-
rience of possession and the annulment of the self.     

Constructions of Femininity and 
New Media

The autobiographical medium would also 
be a recurring field among these artists, a 
form of self-narration. In the twelve pho-
tos on the floor, Martha Rosler shows us 
a peculiar introspective gaze, addressing, 
through the fictitious account of a sound 
recording, the social controls established 
over women in the public and private 
spheres and with irony which foregrounds 
narrative systems of the autobiographical 
documentary to set forth a political cri-
tique. For her part, Dorothy Ianonne uses 
lived experiences of daily life to vindicate 
control over her own sexuality through a 
decorative ebullience that embraces visual 
pleasure from the female gaze.  

The type of social and visual critique 
these artists put forward in the 1960s and 
1970s, fuelled by feminist movements, 
still stands, for attempts to erode the 
construction of a stereotyped femininity, 
denying women the capacity to represent 
themselves — to wit, having control as 
much over their decisions (egalitarian po-
litical, legal and economic representation) 
as their image and sexuality — have not 
been fully accomplished. Therefore, dis-
playing these works as a whole and within 
a case study remains pertinent to allow 
them to open up an examination of a past 
historical reality that can help us under-
stand our present time. 


