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WRITING THE BODY: THE ART OF GHADA AMER

Woman must write hersell; must wiite about women and bring women to
writing, from which they have been dnven away ez wolently as from their
bodies . .. Woman must put herself§ into the texf—as into the world and info
hiztory—by har own movement.

—Halane Cizous, *The Lawgh of the Meduza™

Owar the past twenty yeare, Ghada Amer has gained internationsl acclaim by
producing multimedia works that are profoundly linked by her parasongl quast
for an eesthetic language specific to womean. Bomn in Cairo in 1863 and
having movad to France at age elaven, Amer's travels betweean cultures
allowed her to witness women's cross-cultural subjugetion, whether from
incressing religicus consanvatism in Egypt, or in more subtle ways by com-
modity culture in Europe and then America, where she reloceted in 1895,
While studying at the Ecole Pilote Internationale d'Art et de Recherche in
Hice, she was informed that her art achool’s peinting classss were reserved
for male students, at which point she became commitied to finding her own
feminine artistic language with which to speak about women, as a womean.
Amer's approach to madiums and subjects from an emphatically femele
perspactive manifeste itealf throvghout her career. Her most prominent and
signature formal strategy is embroidery, a medium taken wp by feminist artiats
since the 18708 as & political tool. In Amer's hande, embroidary is veed to
dramatic and subversive effects, allowing her to exprese hersalf using a
formal language that has besan traditionally essociated with “women's work"”
for centuries, while &t the same time penetreting the male spece of tha
peinted carvas thet had bean ostensibly forbidden to her. Her aubject is most
often women— their sezuelity, the mythe and gender cliches sssociated with
them, end the historical suppression of the femals voice. Finding that women
are gpoken of and for, but very rarely allowed to speak thamaehes, her
strateqy is to find thoss women silenced through master narratives end give
them a chance to talk back. Examining everything from fashion magazines,
children's fairy tales, pomography, dictionaries, the Cur'an, and medisval
Arabic manuscripts to the art historical canon, Amer challenges their author-
ity, highlighting their exclusions and countaring with a powerfully asserted,
activated female subject. That her work reaches its full maturity and power
when it combines her anelysis of prevailing cultural forms with & deep affirma-
tion of women's capacity for and right to boundless sexual pleasure makes

Amer's project an artistic manifestation of the theory of écriture féminine.

In 1875, the French theorist Halane Cixous wrote & ferminist manifesto
titled *The Laugh of the Medusa® that demanded that women “write them-
seles” in order that their bodies be heard. Along with her contemporaries in
France, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, and Monigue Wittig, who wera respond-
ing to the works of Freud and Lecan, Cizous was at the forefromt of revealing
the systemic masculinist stronghold over language. Taking on the literary
canons, Cixous's assay challenged them for their exclusion of women's voices
and proposad the prectice of feminine writing, or criture féminine, as a
strategy of resistance sgainat female repression in culturel produection and
society in gensral.

This theory of &crifure féminine was one amaong many feminist
responses to the growing awarensess that a dominant masculinist position
structured all disciplines of knowledge, from history, psychoanalysis, political
theary, and art history to less conspicuously significant areas, such as mythol-
ogy and fairy tales. Responding to Freud's structuring of human psychology
arcund the Oedipal complex, feminists argued that Man, possessor of the
phallus, is placed at the center of meaning and Woman is always the Other,
and thersfore has meaning only in relation to, and as given to her by, Man.
Man is presented as the prvileged Subject, producer of knowledge and
creafor of History. Woman, on the other hand, is always considered the pas-
sive Object or the obliging prop in the enactment of male fantasies. As femi-
nist theory developed, it became clear that in order to disrupt this hierarchy,
hidden structures of mastery needed fo be addressed as well as overt forms
of sexism. Cixous and her contemporaries identified language as one of these
primary sites of historical exclusion. To speak and especially to write assumed
a dominant position that had historically only been occupied by men.

In seaking to resist this exclusion, the French feminists identified
Jjowssance, or sexual pleesure, as the key to ending the linguistic repression
of the feminine. Steaped in psychoanalysis, they were scutely awere of
Freud's famous assartion that *Woman wants nothing,” which by extansion
made her silence throughout culture seem natural. Rether than acknowladg-
ing that she hed besn denied the power to speak for herself, Freud decided
she simply had no personal degires thet would drive her to speek in the first
place. Cimous in particular argued, then, thet if Woman could be reconnectad
with her own capacity for pleasure and tharefore her well of repressed
desires, it would counteract her enforced alienation from both her body and
from her voice. Experiencing jowssance would give her a reason to spaak
and something to ssy. But since writing had alweys been sxplicitly male,
Woman would alzo heve to discover a new mode of expression capable of



communicating that uniquely famale expariance. This was simultenaously
the goel and definition of Cizous"s &criture féminine—first, that Woman must
decide to speak: next, that she must speak ebout women, their desires, their
experiences, thair pleasures; and finally, in articulating this new language
specifically suited to speaking the femals experience, she will move from a
paseive Object to an active Subject.

In all of her texts on feminine writing, Cous wrestles with the difficulty
of women speaking in & society strectured by her exclusion. What would
it mean for women to demand a voice if she refused to be silent Brymore?
What would it sound like? What would she say 7 What would the literature
and art look like that emerged from her—she who has no voice and nothing
to say T As if in answer to Gimous's questions, Ghada Amer's artistic practice
concerns itself with the suppression of women's voices, the prevelence of
men speaking for women, and the resulting dynamic of the abzsent-present
femels who is referred to but remains a mystery. Because of thia, her ceuvra
iz perticularly illuminated in relation to Cizous's writings about Scrfure
féminine. From her first calculeted decision to use embroidery within tha
mesculine field of painting to her appropriation of pornography to reclaim
femels sexuality, Amer has successfully transleted Cixous’s idess into an
artistic practice. That she was uneware of Crous's theory makes the parallals
betwaan Amer's exploration of famale forma end comtent and CiEous's analytical
writings all the more startling.

Theee affinitiza begin from Amer's very first decision to place her
gender identity at the center of her artistic project. As early as tha late
1880z, one s=es Amer struggling to find her own artistic language as a
wiman in the historically mele-dominated fisld of painting, using embroidery
and later gardens as her feminine tools. Her next move—to eddress both
wiomen &3 subjects, incleding & series of works desling with domestic roles,
and also gender clicheés of love and romance—matches CGxous's insistence
on speaking abouwt women. Even Amer's particular penchant for analyzing
fmiry tales for their gendered and paycho-sexzual subtexts is paralleled by
Cxous's extensive writings on the very same stories. Amer's strategy of
reinacribing master texts in order to destabilize their authority emphasizes
the same exclusion from langueage that Cizous railed against in har writings.
And finally, her signature sirategy of embroidered pornography realzes
Cixous's utopian notion of writing the body, insofar as jowssance ie the
criticel starting point for female self-consciousnase and, indeed, revolution.
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1. Ghada Amer, Untifled, 1088

DECIDING T SPEAK

What interests me _ __ig the idea of 8 ‘model fo be followed” and in life.
we are confronfed with these everywhere; from birth, one is shown how one
must fve; one is educated thiz way, one grows up and follows the model
impozsed on us Alf my work revolves arownd the ideas of a ‘modal”

—Gheda Amer?

Despite current YWesatern sterectypes, the lslamic household Amer grew up in
was modern and progressive. Practicing Muslims, the Amers were also socially
moderete and encoureged their four dasghtars to pursue higher education or
seek careers in addition to treditional domestic roles. When the time came for
Amer to apply to university her parents proposed that ghe enroll in mathemat-
ica, a subject at which she excelled. Meverthelesa Amer became immediately
depressad, bad-ridden and later professed that all she could orwanted to
dowas draw. She instead proposed to her parents that ehe enter art schoaol.
Thouwgh they worried that art would not provide Amer with the sscure future
they wantad for her, her parents finaly acquiesced when they recognized the
quality of her drawings, her determination and her devotion to her craft. In
1884, Amer enrocllad in a BFA/MFA progrem in the Ecole Pilote Intemeationale
dArt et de Recherche in Mice, from which she graduatad in 1988,

Despite har fight to pursus har artistic studies, the art school sha
attended, kmown as the Villa Arson, was & difficult emvircnment for Amer. Upon
arrival, she was informed not only thet “painting was deesd,” but thet, even if she
wanted to study painting, “the teacher would teach cnly to the male students,
as if the activity of painting was an sxclusively male sctivity.*? Moreovar, sha
found the Art Program chauvinistic at times and often competitive. Indead
penodically students wers asked to leave if their work wes not considered of a
high enowgh caliber. Forfunately for Amer, she made the cut—as did other now
reputable artists who graduated from the same program and became her fast
friends, including Tatiana Trouvs and Reza Farkhondeh. The programming at
YWilla Arson was daunting, experimental and, in Amer's opinion, catered to mals
students with an almost *all-male parade of artists™ brought in for exhibitiona
and lecturas, like Martin Kippenberger, Albert and Markus Oehlen, Lewrence
Wainer, Daniel Buren, British Patrolsum, and Alighiero & Boetti.

‘Working in this environment, her sarly experimentations drew from the
velorzed artists of the day, including emall, mxed media cardboard construec-
tiona based on Joseph Beuys's cross iconography, and drawings with college
elements reminiscent of David Salle's divided compositions (Fig.01 and Fig.02).
Sha aleo quoted images from a range of art historical sources such as Kasimir

2. Ghada Amar, Untith=d, 1983
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Malevich, Diane Arbus, Edgar Degas, Henri Matisse, and other modemist
masters, and appropriated illustrations from leading French art megazines, such
&3 Art Press. In other words, heving besn denied a chance to participate in the
ecademic tradition of painting as & painter hersslf, Amer began concaptualizing
other weys of creating & formal lenguage, as an arfist and a8 a woman, whils
continuing o relate to this history. Intent on inserting herself into the “mascu-
line" space of painting from which she was ostensibly prohibited, she sensed
that she would have to find aliernative methiods and tools essociated with
“womean"s work” to form her own arfistic languege. [t would take & fow more
years and a trip to Egy pt before she arrived st a solution.

Amer's parents moved back to Egypt in 1884, &t which point shs
began meking annual visits. During these trips, ha was surprised by the
huge sociopolitical shift that had cccurred in the country in the intervening
years. A consenvetive movement had erupted in the weke of President Anwar
Sedat's assassination in 1881, resulting in & retreat from the relatively liberal
attitudes of the 19708, Each year Amer returnad sha noticed that an increas-
ing number of women ware waaring the veil, including har mothear, and that
thera wags a visible regression from women's civil rights and liberties ® This
was not the Egypt of her childhood, she recalls. In the 1860z and 18708,
marny women chose not to wear the veil, but with the socio-cultural and
religicus backlash of the 1980z, womean's freedom and the control of their
bodies wera being vigorously policed.

It was during one of these trips, in the summer of 1888, that Amer
experienced a breakthrough moment thet would have an irreversible impact
on her artistic practice. Walking along a merket street in Cairo with her mothar
one dey, she came across a special edition of & women's faghion magazine
titled Venws that festured images of Western models wearing fashionable
outfits, with lengthensd sleeves and hemlines, and veils that hed been photo-
montaged onto the designs (Fig.08 and Fig.04). *It was a . . . sort of Yogue
for the veiled woman,” she explaing, one that combined the Western look with
the Muslim tradition.® “it hed this weird feeling of & society looking for an
identity . . . . | was quite sensitive to that, since at that time | wae looking for
an identity, and | did not know if | was French or Egyptian.™”

The back of the magezine contained sewing patterns that demon-
strated to readers how they could creeste the illustrated feshions themselves.
Amer began immediately working with these patterns in a self-confessadly
“obzessive” way. She mede collages, cut out patterns based on the insserts
over and over again, and created pleyful designz in spiral notebooks (Fig. —
no imeges yat — | am trying to get these from Gheda). These notebooks led to
& senies of large-scale works in wood, including Sefi-Portrait with Cleopatra,
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1888, upon which a plastic portrait bust of the Egy ptian Cueen is pasted
{Fig.05). That seme year she produced a series of large, two by two meter
works that were re-presentations of the megezine spreads peinted in the
style of photo-realism ® Amer also began executing a series of works that
year with life-sized dress patterns, incleding one in which she cut the same
pattern in different colors fifty times and stacked it on a pedestal (Fig.06).

It was during this experimentation in the wake of discovenng the Venus
magezine that Amer began to realize that sewing could function as an expres-
sive medium in and of itsel. Around 1880 she began replacing her pencil with
needle and thread. Doing 80 was an easy transition for Amer since she hed
grown up in & household inwhich all the women sewed and, therefore, ghe
considered embroidery to be the women's tool par ercellence, “tedious, tima-
consuming, and fregile."* Painting, on tha other hend, she felt was “a male tool:
it was invented by men and has bean used by them for centuries ™" By putting
both assthetic languages together—embroidery and painting—ehe realized that
she wae on the path toward the formal solution she had been eseking. Combin-
ing the two madiumsa allowed har entrée into the masculine temitory thet she
balievad wee being danied to her as & woman painter. Az Amer explaina, ©It was
during thiz time [1991] that | refused the traditional ‘artistic’ medium, replacing
it, or even opposing it, with a “traditional’ women's medium to make swre theat
the representation was coming from a female point of view.™"

Oiwar the next few y=ars Amear strove o reconcile the two languages,
taking sewing patterns and literally stitching and tacking them onto raw
camweses of plywood, sometimes leaving short threads on the front of the
cames in an effort to reference the labor involved and to mimic a painterly
effect. In Untitled {Baby Drazs), 1990, for instence, she used strands of rad
thread to stitch a baby dress pattern to the amall rew canvas and then
applied rabbit glue to the whole surface (Fig.07). One can see, in Untitled,
1880, how Amer alao took ideas from her compositions in the spiral note-
books s models for large-scele constructions, equelly based on a sawing
pattern {Fig.0B). Choosing a mini-skirt pattern cut out of tracing paper, she
embellished it by piercing the paper with long strands of gold thread and
then gingerly stitching the whole pattern to the canvas. This delicate aasam-
blage was than adhered to & piece of plywood, combining in & different way
the feminine, through sewing end the vee of fragile meteriala, with the mescuw-
line, through sculpture and the use of construction materials. This was also
the first time that Amer uaed what might be called *threadad drips,” in which
shie allows the long strande of thread to cascade down the surface of the
work. This technique will surface with increesed frequancy and significance
in her later works an canvas.
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2. Ghada Amer,
Cing Femmes 4 Taved, 1901

TO SPEAK ABOUT WOMEN . ..

Your kind of love is a death for us - .. What ies beyond is downfall: the both
of uz enslaved, domeshcaled, imprisoned in the family, in & social rofe.
ald

—Heléne Cizous, “La Jeuns Nag'

Pushing this new technigue of using the embroidered line as a femining
artiatic language in and of itself, Amer decided that she aleo wanted tha
content of her work to eddress epecifically feminist concerns. Moving away
from dress patterns thet only formally reference women's work, she begean
uzing her needle and thread to depict ecenes taken from the cultural models
and ferminine sterectypes showcased in women's magezines and popular
advertisements. Cing Femmes auv Travail {Fve Women af Work), 1991, iz a
guad-diptych that depicts women shopping, cooking, cleaning, and, in the
final image, loocking efter a child—the fifth woman mentioned in the title ia
mizzing:; it referances Amer, the artist, in the act of sawing the work itaslf
(Fige.00). Exemplifying this new style, the four scenes are constructad not
with eewing patterne but as neatly stitched line drewings on unprimed can-
vasas. |t is these that Amer identifies s her first fully embroidered “paint-
ings," with hear “paint,” in fact, being sctual strands of thread stitched into
the carwas. Melding form and content into a self-fashioned language thet is
all hers, these works infiltrate the mesculine spaces of peinting and spaak
of write with & different gendar. At the same time, they focus their content
on what feminist acholar Grizelda Pollock would call “spaces of femininity,”
domestic interiors that are associated with the privete sphere and related to
womean's duties in the homea, including sewing.

Motably, Amer's decision to both represent women and place hersealf
within the narrative of women's work also deepeans her unconacious dialogus
with the ideals of dcniture fdminine. In Cizous's first explication of what
women's writing must be, she declarad, “Woman must write her salf: must
write about women and bring women to writing . . . . She must put hersslf into
the text.”* By entwining her formal strategy of embroidery with the reprasen-
tation of social roles prescribed for women, Amer enacts the unizon that
Cimous imagined. At the same time, by incleding herself as the fifth womean in
Five Women at Work, she writes hersalf into the text and illustrates har own
personal irvestment in the imited economy of gender roles. Challenging the
valuas assigned to artiatic mediums, she raises the gquastion of whathar har
ambroiderad waork will be sszigned to the sphere of domeetic labor deapita
her high-art training and intentions.

10. Ghada Amer, 11. Ghada Amar,
La Femme O Rspasse, 1092  Aw Supsrmarche, 1003

15 Amar as quoted in Krnodo,
S8

16 Amar as quciad in
interviaw with Cassel, 36.

Five Women at Work begins & series of narrative works that present
women performing daily chores or quotidian activities, demonstrating Amer's
contineed interast in the thems of placid domesticity, or, as she characterizes
it, images of *bored women.™* La Femme Ow Repazse (The Woman Who
frons), 1882, shows an idealized housewife, long-haired and primly dressed,
in the act of ironing; above her, painted in red acry lic, floets & pattern-like
potted plant, & formal tie-over from the Venus experiments {Fig.10). Aw Super-
marché (At the Supermarket), 1982, is an embroidered line painting showing
two women side-by-side with a shopping cart at the supermarket {Fig.11).
Deapite the fact that the original sources of thess appropriated images most
likely intended them as either seductive or docile, for Amer, they embody
something darker: *Rather than represent women in a comfortable environ-
ment, | wented thess images to reflect the melancholy of this so-called
comfort."?

Amear's affort to disrupt the rarified field of fine art by introduecing the
unracognized labor of women's (housa)work resonates with much early feminist
work from the 1970=. Artizts such as Miriam Schapiro and Judy Chicago had
returned to traditional mediums such as embroidery, crocheting, and ceramics
in an sttempt to challenge the age-old eesthetic hierarchy that privileges
certain forme of art over others based on gender associations. Others, such as
Mierlz Lederman Ukeles and Mary Eelley, introduced domestic and maternal
lebor a5 content and as subjects worthy of artistic contemplation, whike femi-
nigt artists like Martha Rosler uncovered the underbelly of stersoty pical female
roles, in such works as Semiotics of the Kitchen from 1876 (Fig.1Z).

While Amer was unaware of this history of 1970z feminizt work &t the
time, har practice was influenced by the next generation of artists who were
themselves in dialogue with that earlier generation, most importantly Jenmy
Holzer, Barbara Kruger, and Rosemerie Trockel. In these artists, ehe found
affinities with her own agenda of integrating women's work, text, appropria-
tion, and gendered scripts. Holzer re-presents the langueags of authority in an
affort to underming its power, while Kruger's juctaposition of megazine images
and text functions in a similarly subversive manner. In Untited {I Shop There-
fore | Am), 1987, Kruger shows how women's existence within capitalism is
sadly defined by their role 8a & consumer rether than as a thinking, active
subject {Fig.13). An authoritative god-like hand commands the viewer to taka,
and teke on, this self-definition, and yat the gestura is an enticermeant, not only
to accept but to embrace this limiting concept of women. Like Amer's domestic
series, the ostensibly happy surface of women as comfortable in their domas-
tic role of shopping and primping iz suffused with an unavoidable melanchaoly.

12. Martha Roaler,
Ssmiotics of the Kitchsn, 1673
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At the sams time, Rosemearie Trockels multimedia oewvre clearly
impressed Amer, who cites her s one of her major artistic influences. In
her numearous textile works, such as har *knitting pictures,” which she began
producing in 1885, Trockel reverses the hand-sewn feminine association
of knitting by using machines to depict serialized icons appropriated from
corporations eand politicel institutions. Sometimes thesa take the form of
peinting-like wall pieces, while other timee the petterns are re-transcribed
into tha faminine realms of clothimg design and interior decoration, such as
sweatars and rugs. Other times Trockal explicitly quotes from the modernist
end high modernist “mastera” of art, as in her Untitled, 2004, a knitted wall
painting, which iz & pleyful dielogue with Mondrian's late work in the styla of
Broadway Boogie Woogie from 1042-3 (Fig.14).

Amer combined many of thesa influences and strategies in early works
like Conzeils de beautéd du mois d'acdt: Votre corps, vos cheveus, vos omgles
ef voire peaw (Beauty Tips for the Month of August: Your Body, Your Haig
Nails and Skin}, 1883, which appropriates text from women's megazines but
disrupts their authority with her use of embroidery and repetition (Fig 15)."™
After studying magazines such as Elle and Vogue thet offered endless beauty
advice to women, Amer produced this small sculpture consisting of four
handkerchiefs, each hand-embroidered with lines of French texts about
proper grooming technigues. The one devoled to hair care instructs: “The
cream . . . treats, moisturizes and styles . . _ apply it and forget abouwt it
Reapply a amell amount every two or three hours.” Such inene directives ars
just some of the many that are given to and teken up by women to keep them
busy in their boredom all day long. These models of feminine behavior—that
it is one’s dudy to meintain youth and beauty—are taught through women's
megazines, as well as other cultural scripts, and function to perpetuste &
mythical ideal of feminine beauty—& lie that Conseils de beauwtd sims to
trump. Just as Amer was continuing to ezamine women's magerines as “train-
ing menuals” in passive behevior, she was simultansously axpanding her areas
of interast, looking at the inscription of gender roles in friny tales and chil-
dran's storiee as earlier examples of this preparation for idealzed femininity.
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OMNCE LUPON A TIME . . .

Wihen we were young girs, fairy tales made us believe that we were alf
princeszes who were going o meet a prince one day and live happiy ever
aftar.

—Ghada Amer'™

COnce upon & ime . . and stil another fime - _ . The beauties are sleaping,
waiting for princes fo come to awaken them. In their beds, in their glass
coffing. . ..

—Halane Cious, *La Jeune Mae™'s

Fairy tales, such as those written by Charles Perrault in the seventeenth
century and the Grimm Brothers in the ninetesnth century, wera intendad to
impart moral lessons to children. As early ae the 1950s, feminist theorists and
philosophers began positing that these popular stories are also particularly
critical tools in indoctrinating girls and boys imto socially constructed gender
roles. Marratives like those found in Ginderella and Snow White, the Grimms"
two most popular tales, and Perrault’s Slesping Beauty, for instance, were
meaant to instruct young women on how to become domesticated, respact-
able, and attrective to a marriage partner.®® Recent studies that heve exam-
inad fairy tales for their gender biases heve also noted the maintenance of
the fermale protagonists’ “feminine beauty ideal,” which is descrbed as young,
white, economically privileged, and virtwous. Studies of cultural products for
children— books, toys, television, and filme—heve come o the same concl-
sions. As early as 1849 in The Second Sar, Simone de Beawvoir argued that
dolla teach young girls how to becomse caring, meternal, and passive.

This early childhood training not only teaches genernic gender roles bt
alzo structuras ideals about courtship rituals, conventions of marrisgs, and
the all-importent place of romantic love as the defining goal in the life of
voung women. In sesking to articulate why women must inscriba themselves
into cultwrs, Haléne Cizous often returns to fairy tales and mythology to
showcese how the dominant nerretive has cast and constrained women
through languagse. Written by men and mostly directed toward young girls,
she questions whoss fantasies ere being supported by these tales of all-con-
suming lowe. Whoss desires are articulated? It is not alweys the male's, she
posita: “Then he will kiss her. In such & way thet when she opens her eyes
she will see only him; him, taking up all the space, him-as-gll."™" In these
age-old mythes of love and romance, CEous shows how the narratives teach
an obaessive love that places the man at the center of the woman's life,
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around which she defines herself and without which ghe is nothing. This
dialectical opposition in which a Subject needs an Other to know itself works
both weys, however, and Cimous makes clear that Man needs woman to play
this robe in order for him to know himsalf to be dominant: “she is tha
repressed element w hich essures that the system will function.™ Tha irony,
of course, is that this narrative of happily ewer after, with its binary version of
romantic love, makes deriving actual happiness from relationships modeled
on it & near imposasibility.

Aaz a child, Amer reed Western fairy tale romances like Cinderella,
Snow White, and Sleeping Beauty, among othera. She was also introduced
to more “orientel” stories such as Sinbad and Majnun Leila, as well as the
stories of One Thousand and One Mights.™ For additional enjoyment, she
&lso remembers repeatedly copying and drawing images of santimental,
romantic postcards and illustretions, with her favorite theme being idyllic
images of women in love. During graduate school and into the early 1980s,
ehe explorad this theme with numerous drawings such as Untitled (Wous
Dewx), 1991, and Untitled (Le baizer avec paysage), 1992, mostly featuring
kizsing couples ssemingly quite sinceare in their optimism about achieving
this romantic ideal (Fig.18 and Fig.17). Baginning in 1992, as Amer sought to
appropriate content that would be in sync with her embroidered paintings,
she returnad to these models as the youthful counterparts of, and the ideo-
hxgical groundwork fior, the bored women found in her domestic series.

From the early 1880& onward, Sleeping Beauty, Snow White, Cinder-
alla, Alice in Wonderland, countless princessses, and more modern embodi-
ments of these ideals, such as Barbie, became popular subjects of Amear's
drawings, sculptures, and paintings. Amer was fascinated by how female
stereotypes of submission and passivity are perpetuated in feiry tales, myths,
and children's storybook charecters, and how they also function in the forma-
tion of children®s identities from & young age, especially girls”. Two colored
pencil drawings from 1992 demonstrate Amer's interast in the weys that girls
and boys assimilate gender codes through cultural products like Barbie dolls
and toy guns (Fig.18 and Fig.18). Another, an embroidered line drawing titled
Cinderella from 1882, shows & classic moment of the fairy tale narrative
when the femele protagonist is readying herself for the ball before the mirror
(Fig.20). Young, blond, rich, and virtuous—Cinderella appears to represant
the besuty ideal after which all young girle ere meant to model themselves.

In a related installation, La Bells au Bois Dormant (Sleeping Beauty),
1996, a red dreas is gean draped over an old-faghionad cheir, whils an
embroidered w hite dress spins on a platform nearby (Fig.21). An antiqus
phonograph plays Johann Strauss's “On the Beautiful Blue Danubse" as the

.

&

1@ Ghada Amar,
Boy and Elephant, 19632

7. Ghada Amar, 18. Ghoda A mser,
L= Baizer gvec Paysage, 1902  Two Harbies, 1093

T4 Hnlﬂpn Cixous, "“Casiretion

Deoapitetion?," Signs, Vol

o
7, Mo, 1 (A

fumn 1GB{): 43,

fairy tale wedding dress waltzes all by itself. Upon closer ingpection, ona
finds that the dress is embroidered with the complets namrative text of Sleep-
ing Beauty in French, covering the entire surface in white-colored thread.
With the haunting music interrupted regularly, as if played by 8 music box
being openad and closed, and the lonelinass of the animated but empty
dress, Amer gquestions the very possibility of the “happily ever after” fairy tale
anding that she, as most girls, heve baen taught to dream of since childhood.
If the whole narrative of the tale culminates in the final kiss, then what hap-
pens next? ls there & sequel to Sleeping Beauty? Or, once married, will sha
be foraver confined to bed, ag Cizous explains in her analysis of the sams
tela: “*She is lifted up by the man who will lay her in her next bed =0 that she
may be confined to bed ever after, just as the fairy tales say."™™ Sleeping
Beauty, a constant theme in Cixouwe's indictmeant of mesculiniet literature,

will bacome a recurring reference throughout Amer's work from this point
omward, in particular ez imeges appropriated from Disney's popular film
depiction of the story (Fig.22 and Fig.23).

Whila the subject of love itzelf had alweys bean of interest to Amer,
it iz &t this more mature etage in her work and in her personal life that she
seams maore inclined to interrogate love's potentielly destructive power.

Just & Cixous's own analysie explains, Amer sess fairy tales = important

in developing fantasies of love's deferral, its relationship to unatteinability
and mystery, end its ceniral role in women's lives and sel-definiticns. Amer
realizes that, as lovely as these stories may appear, they never address what
comes after the first kiss, what exists beyond “happily ever after.” They do
not model reletionships, only the unatteinable striving for love. They do not
consider what the relationship, once achieved, would look like. They do not
prepare us for love's logs, its decling, or its inability to guarantes the happi-
neas promised.

Barbie and Ken—the dolls introduced by Mattel in 1959 and 19&1,
respectively—are a modern day equivalent of such ingeparable romantic ducs
as Prince Charming and Sleeping Beauty or Romeo and Juliet. The interna-
tionelly known toy couple is tied together for time immemorial after decades
of advertising campaigns, branding, record seles, and countless hours of
children's play. A= a nod to the destructive and confining neture of their eternal
bond, in Barbie L oves Ken, Ken Loves Barbie, 1896, Amer chosa to represent
the two toys as life-size straitjackets hanging side by side on a wall {Fig.24).
The declarative title suggeste that Barbie and Ken's love is umwavering and
absolute. Emphasizing this, Amer embroiderad the title sentance "obses-
sively, like a punishmeant,” over the entire surfece of each straightjacket. She
has explained that she thought of the repeatition of the phrase as mimicking
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those sentences essigned to be written over and over egain by the child who
has misbeheved, "like 'l must brush my teeth before going to bed” or 'l must
be polite to the teacher' and g0 on."™® Showing how this id=al is enforced by
mantra-liks cultural repetition, Amer subverts its power by making it nearly
illegible throwgh her looze threadwork and run-on lettering. The sculpture
bege such gquestions &&: ls such an aeternal love possibla? If attainabls in real
life, would it necessarily be positive? |8 the work's title & declarative or an
imperative staterment? Does Barbie love Ken or mest she love Kan?

Such obsessive love has left women little room to ssk, "W hat do |
want? In order to answer such a guestion, however, one would have 1o know
who she was without Him. Who is Barbie without Ken? Who is the Princess
without her Prince Charming? In this body of work, Amer's tendency, begun
in the domestic series, to almost totally exclude male characters from her
figurative work gains significence within her feminist project. By excavating
only the femals protagonist from these famous feiry tales, she attempis to
liberate the hidden woman from the confines of the master narrative. Sha
attempts to figure forth the silenced, paseive, or love-consumed women,
theraby offering her room to articulate and command her own desires. Amear's
critical decizion in 1882 to introduce into her work pornographic images of
wiomen pleasuring themselves or other women, always outsids the company
of mean, can be understood as a natural progression from this question of
unspokan female desire. This ect of giving women a space for their sexuality
ig an act of empowerment that also offers them an opportunity for seli-dis-
covery. In asking the question, “what do women want ¥, Amer comes to focus,
as did Cizous, on desire, and finds the answer to be pleasure, or jowssance
without end.
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Let the priests tramble; we will show them owr saxts!
—Helane Crous, “The Leugh of the Medusa""

Amer's appropriation of womean from pornographic magezines into her work
was &n artistic breakthrough. While the images of *bored women" performing
daily chorea, as well as Amer's works about feiry tale characters and cliches
about love, romance and beauty, were directly related to her fescinetion with
the ways in which individuals internelize and edopt “gender scripte” unknow-
ingly, neither of these directions in content or technigue ssemed to satisfy her
completely, as innovative as they wera. In her continued quest for a universal
lenguage and subjects that could *speak to all women in the world,"™" she felt
that she needed & subject other than the domestic thet would contrast maore
redically with the embroidery, yet still communicate with af women. So sha
bagan exploring porn a8 enother form of cross-cultural *women's waork,”
copying images directly from racy magarines, tracing and stitching them into
and across her carvases.

Amer's firet painting to explore porn imagery is titlad, tellingly, Untitled
(La Premidra) 1002. It presents a horizontal frieze of the same neked woman
repeated five times; legs aplayed, masturbating (Fig.28). Like her earfier
non-erctic paintings from that year, it is a simple line drawing of sorts, the
contours of which are embroidered into the raw camvas with short pale-caol-
ored threads. But unliks the women in those earlier works, this one is not
a passive, bored ocbject but a lively, lusty subject ehown pleasuring hersslf
bafore the viewear. This content shift was a radical departure for Amer. Whersas
the domestic series represented women confined by daily chores in interior
spaces, the subjact of sexuwality provided Amer with & vehicle to empower
women and to flip the proscribed version of woman's role as an obliging prop
for male desire into one of actve producer of her own pleasure. To depict
theze women using the feminine tool of embroidering within the masculinist
field of peinting was, for Amer, a way of addressing both the fact that all
women are repressaed at the eite of sazuality and alzo that sexuality can ba
a universalzing site of empowermant.

At the same time, rather than providing a neat match between contant
and form, as was the case with the domestic women created by the act of
sewing, Amer's embroiderad pornatars illustrate a tension that has in fact
alway s bean prasant in the traditional models of ideal womanhood. Whila
women on one hand are trained to become the mother'wife, leaming house-
keeping and pressured to retein and wphold proper moral values that they will
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in turn instill in their children, the sesuel fantasies of men often desire another
kind of woman. The whore/mistress is the wife's inverse, sexually sdventurous
and available. Devoid of morals, howsehold responsibilities, or skills, her only
rzle is an erctic one. The men wants both, but culturally they are defined as
mutually exclusive, since the wife is too pure to perform the sexual acts of the
whore and the mistress is too vulgar to be allowed to raise children. By using
the mother's tool to represent the whore, Amer problematizes this enforced
gocial split and the implicit message that woman ie doomed to failure in
meating society's dual demands.

While her initial interest in pornography was formal and artistic, this
working out of societal epectations also led to a deeply personal consider-
ation of her own sexuslity and assisted Amer in exorcizing the negetivity she
experienced as a Muslim woman in reletion to her own body.™ “Religious
people—my family, my culture—" she explaing, *do not presant the woman's
body as something beautiful. By looking at pornography over and over again,
it's a way o exorcigs that nagativity."™™ In this culttural context, expressions of
sexuality ware taboo ™ Her paintings, Amer continues, “era a way to say it"s
fine, it's not bad . . . . | can do it, even if my mother doesn™ liks it." Pornog-
raphy, than, for Amer iz & form of rebellion against all forces that attempt to
police the body and desire. These forces include, but are not limited to, the
Islemic prohibitions of her Egyptian childhood, during w hich time deting and
sexuel exparimentation ware out of the question. While she acknowledges
the limitations of her own upbringing, she sees pormography as a purgative
release from repressive culturel consitraints, whether Muslim or Western.

The images in these works are taken from magazines like Hustier,
which Amer peruses for imeges that she finds sexy. She specificaly looks for
women who are posing erotically and/or are involved in explicit pormographic
acts, whether masturbating or in lesbian contexts. Once selected, she traces
the women onto vellum paper for future vee, when she eventually transfers
them onto the canvas or uses them as source meterial for works on paper.
Amer'a figures are predominantly high-heeled, garter- bel-wearing, dildo-
wielding, self-pleasuring subjects with kong hair, parted, pouty lips, and big
heavy-lidded eyes. Despite displeying such sterectypes of fetishized femals
sexuality, as critic Hillary Sheete obzserved, “the lusty, vivacious women in
these images seem hardly victimized or dirty; somewhers in her process
Ms. Amer reclaims & sense of their strength and sexuality.™ Porn, tradition-
ally mads by and for men, is transformed via Amer's intervention. By selacting
these particuler women, freeing tham from an objectifying context, resitusting
them into an all-femals space, and depicting them through the feminine form
of embroidery, Amer transforms them into the basis for her dcniture féminine.

33 Cizous, "Castraticn ar

Deocapitation?," 00— 5.

24 Amaras quotad in an
email 1o the author

This combination of form end content, with its tension between the
domestic and the erotic, the male site of painting and the female cast of
charecters, and appropriated male fantasies and explicitly self-sufficient
female jowssance, was the artistic languapge that Amer had been s=arching
far: a perfect &criture fémimine. Amer had found a wey to “write the body "
successfully, as Crous had outlined so emphatically in her canonical text
*Castretion or Decapitetion® Insisting that women must first recognize and
then assert their jowssance in order o subvert phallocentric oppression at its
deepest level, Cious declared: *First she would have to speak, start speak-
ing, stop saying she has nothing to sayl . . . Speak of her pleasure and, God
know s, sha has something to say about that.™ Women's bodiee and sexual
pleasure are offered as a starting point for femals seli-consciousness
bacausse they have besn absent or misrepresented in mele discoursa. If
woman can articulate her jowssance without end in new languages {or
*zaxts™), then she can establish a point of view, a site of differénce, from
which phallogocentric concepts and controls can be deconstructed. More-
over, in discovering her own langeage and pleasura, gha can transition from
the position of passive, silent object to ective, epeaking subject—a move that
Cixous predicts could alter history and the entire structure of human relations.

Amer, like Cizous, views her messege &8 & universal one: ell women
musat reclaim their bodies, their sezuality. Hence the women one encounters
in Amear’s paintings and drewings are meant to be archety pal representations
of & univerzal "she.” Rather than try to represent the Everywoman through
diversity, Amer has chozen to follow the format of her sources and allow the
uniformity of stereotypes to stand in for the universal through the consistency
of the enforced eexual ideal. Just as in the Husfiler magezines she utilizes,
each of her figuras is almost identical: skinny, blonde, white. When asked
about this, the artist explains that this is, of courae, & prectical result of the
recurring clichés encounterad in porm magazines where this *type” of women
predominates. I never wanted,” she continues, *to speak about one race of
women in particular so | represent Wesatern white women as the dominant
group to speak ebout women in gensral ™

The saelf-consciows exploration of a shered, eand traditionally unex-
pressed, famale sexuslity places Amer in the context of other artista reclaim-
ing pleasure and sven porn 85 & feminist steterment, such as Annie Sprinkla
and Trecey Emin, among many others. Az members of what is often termed
“third wave ferminizm,” thessa artists asseart the potential of porn az a site of
female empowermeant. As Amer said in &n interview in 2000, *1 don't sea
[pormography] in & harsh light, in terms of exploitation or critique. Rether |
=g it a8 something beautiful and wearm, a source of pleasure. Feminizm can
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m‘:‘;ﬁ”‘ﬁ" March gligned with her contemporary, Trecey Emin, who is known for her works

with explicit and unapologetic eexual content, including an aptly named work,
Everyone | Have Ever Slept With, 1063-1935, 1885, a tent with appliqued
namas covering the interior (Fig.26). Likewisa, post-pom performance artist
Annie Sprinklke inapires women to becoms the active producers of their own
pleasure through her public presentations of masturbation and femals ejacu-
lation, as well aa her steging of and participation in sex workshops.

Cince Amer discovered this new language with which to speak ebout
and for all women, her embroidery style also changed, moving decisively
eway from the neat outlines of the domestic series. Whereas prior to 1882
ghe hed *replaced the pencil with needla and thread,” now she would begin
to conceptualze the thread az paint. Theorist and artist Olu Oguibe noted
this qualitative shift in his thoughtful essay on Amer's work from 2001, and
likened the shift to writing: ®*as if the artist has abandoned the metared poatry

88 Oy Dguibsa, "Lowa and of her earlier work in favor of free verse ™ Oguibe cites Amer's 4 Happy End,

E:E"‘.:Th." Art of Ghada 1992 as an example of the artist"s new technique and describes, in particu-
1,¥ Third Taxt, Vol. 33 N N N e .
(Summar 3001): 6. lar, the increasingly erratic lines encounterad within its construction (Fig.27).

By 1993, Amer's threaded drips had become even more axpressive
and a new texturality emerged, despite the fact thet very little paint was being
applied to the canvas, only colored thread. As Amer explains, “From 1883 to

ay Valenoia, 33, 1995, | did not want to paint at all. | only wantad to paint with embroidery **
Diuring that three-year period, she produced a large series of untitled paint-
ings in which her “free verse” threedwork became hesvier, locser, and gained
compositional prominence. As & result, the work became more peinterly, with
the embroidery mimicking the dripping, flowing guidity of peint. In many of
the works, long loops and strends are left dangling from the carefully sewn
lings, often obacuwring the erotic images depicted bensath—a breast, a hand,
a fece would emerge from behind the threads but rarely coelesce into a
coherent image. This is visible in Untitled {Les ronds) and Untitled (Green
Elizabeth), both from 1988, in which excess thread is pulled over the embroi-
dered line drawings end secured with & gel medium, semi-obacuring the
self-pleasuring female forms (Fig.28 and Fig.20). Once developad, this
technigue of *hide and sesek,” or flickering absence- presence, became a staple
im Amer's paintings.

This new more peinterly use of embroidery and strings eventually
grows mora axplicit in its gquotetion of Jackson Pollock's farmouws drip tech-
nique, as is perhaps best epitomizad in his Autumn Rhythm (Wo. 30) from
1950 (Fig.30). That this dialogue with the tradition of Abstract Expressicnism
begins at the same time as her introduction of porn images is striking, and
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indicates the confidence that Amer found in her new combination of form and
content, such that she felt prepered to engage with high-modemist painting
and the implicit masculinity of its history. Having discovered her Scorifure
féminine, she was now ready to occupy that territory &nd insert herself into
the ineage from which she felt she hed been sxcluded. Indesd, in a 2002
interview with curator Rosa Martinez, when Amer was asked whether there is
a political position behind her choice of ebstract painting, and the lenguags of
Abstract Expressioniam, in particular, she responded at length, emphasizing
the significance she places on gender in this sct:

The history of art hes been written by men in practice and in theory. Painting
has & symbolic and dominant place inzside that history, and in the twentisth
century it has bacome the major expression of masculinity, especially through
ahbstraction. The geometric abstraction of Mondrian, Albers, Stella, or the
Minimal art movement reflect the geometrical organization of the world as
a paradigm of the rational qualities attributed to man. Pollock and Absatract
Expressionism . . _ are also & big metaphor of masculine snergy end power.
For ma, to defend the choice of being a painter and to uee the codes
of abstract painting, &= they heve been defined historically, is not only an
arfistic challenge: its main meaning is cccupying & territory that has besn
deniaed to women historically. | cocupy this territory eesthetically and politi-
cally because | create matarially abstrect paintings, but | integrete into this
field & ferminine universe: that of eewing and embroidery. By hybridizing thoss
worlds, the canvas becomes & new territory where the feminine has its own
place in a field dominated by men, and from where, | hope, we won't be
removed again. In those abstrect surfaces | inscribe figures of women taken
from pormographic megazines where male fentasies are represented, and in
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historical lineage of other artists interested in evoking the gestural style of
Abstract Expressioniam or debunking the hyper-mesculinity of ita “sjaculatory
drip." Becauss of his position as the mythic “genius” of post-war painting,
Pollock was viewed by artiste who came after him as the critical figure with
whom they must contend. After Pollock™s death in 1858, artiets like Robert
Rauvschenberg, Jagper Johns, Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Wearhol, Robert Morris,
and numerous others wrastled with the implications of the mythology of
Abstract Expressioniam, and its *mecho” Action Painting branch, in particular.
But Amer's playful mockery of Pollock's drip appears more aligned with
feminist artists such a3 Shigeko Kubota, Carnoles Schnesmann, Louise
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Fiehman, Karen Finley, Mona Hetoum, Janine Antoni, and Elaine Reichek,
who have focused their critique on the gendered sexual implications of ita
“masculine energy and power."® Whereas Lichtensiein's Little Big Painting
{Wo. 8) of 1965 offers a deadpan response to the obsessive subjectivity and
amotiongl excess of Abstrect Expressioniem by presenting a magnified view
of a gesturel brughstroke, completa with the signature Pollock drips in the
gty le of a cartoon etrip, and ast againat a grid of benday dots, Schneemann's
performance, Up fo and induding Her Limits of 1873, by contrast, presants &
direct commentary on the sexualred natura of Pollock’s physicalized painting
(Fig.31 and Fig.32). Suspended naked above her canvas, Schneemann
manually raized and lowered herself while “stroking” the sumounding floor and
walle with crayons, eccumulating & web of colored merks, vestiges of the
body's energy in motion. In a related performance, Shigeko Kubote's Vagina
Painting from 1965, the aguatting artist paintad a camvas with a brush that
sha hed inserted into her vagina, presenting the enalogous famale gesturs to
what could be considered Pollock’s *penis paintings” (Fig.33).

Like Schnesmann end Kubota, Amer provokes questions about the
miy thology of Pollock's *drip,” end in her trensgressive usurption of it she
does not merely reproduce it bat turns it on ite head and challenges the
sexual mestery upon which it is based. That she began to edapt this siyle to
her thread-work at approzimately the same time g8 her introduction of porm
as content, seems, then, not incidental but to heve come out of & natural
understanding thet, in addition to peinting in general a5 & masculine spacse,
the paycho-sexual expression of Pollock's technigue in particular could be a
powarful site for a feminist reclamation of sexuality. Becauss Amer's drips
are literally bursting forth from embroidered figures of masturbeting or other-
wiss eroticized women, she is making explicit the drips' connection not only
io the bodily ection thet produced Pollock's painted drip, but the peychologi-
cal end sexual position of mastery that it implied— Pollock®s admired tach-
nique, after all, required standing over the canves, dominating it, ejaculating
onto it, in perfect control of one’s *materiela.” while the passive recipient of
that “expression” wes positionad baneath *? In her transgressive mimicry of
this effect, the relationzhip betwaen the source of the sexualized gesture and
ita meaning is playfully problematized. Having been wrongfully essumead to ba
peesive sexual objects, do the mesturbating womean in Amer's paintings finally
have the means to ajaculate back? Or has Amer uncoverad the hidden women
that Pollock imagined lurked behind his canvasas, as he moved or “per-
formed” his technique above them? In this light, the fact that her drips are
produced by the violent penstration of the camvas by her needle is not without
significance either. |a she hersalf claiming the position of mastery, and violating
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the site of painting, which she has repeetedly escribed as masculing, with her
own mimi-phallus?

Baginning in 1985, Amer's dialogue with American painting openad
up to include other high modernist masters besides Pollock, such as Joseph
Albars, Frank Stella, Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, and Andy Warhol,
among others. Alweys using her stable of appropriated porn women &g her
figurative base, Amear modulates color and compositional structure to take on
the recognizable form of famous paintings or produce works “in the style of”
theae icons of art history. La Ligne, 1988, is a rew camwvas cut vertically by &
Barnatt Mewman “zip” of embroidered nude females; The Grd, from the sama
year, quotes from Joseph Albers's series, *"Homage to the Square” (Figs. 34
and 35). Her interest in American painting, which first peaked in 1983 when
she visited tha Musawem of Modarn Art in Mew York, became & central concern
once she moved from France to America, first for an artist's residency in
Morth Caroling in 1896 and then to Mew York later that year, when herwork
in this style began gaining worldwide recognition.

Up until the late 1990z, Amer's works in dialogue with the ao-called
*masters” were compositional and rerely involved applying amy actual paint
to the carwas. However, by 1987, Amer began to feel artisticelly trapped and

41 Valancia, 32 was worried thet her art was turning into “a system.™ So, instead of mersly
painting with embroidery, she decided to combine painting and embroideny
more fully. Talking about this stage of her artistic development, Amer notes,
“To me painting is a male tool . . . . (That is OK, | love painting!!) And embroi-
dery a& | sgid is & woman's tool . . . . 5o | wanted to put both langueges

42 Yalancio, 32 together.™? This critical decision to combine these two tools allowed Amer to
claim a unigque artistic language and to produce stunning and entirely onginal
effects in her subsequent work on canvas.

From this point forward, Amer begen to dialogue overtly with high
modernist American painting a2 painfing. Whereas beginning in 1982 Amer's
thraad-work had taken on a new texturality thet mimicked the painterliness
of Abatract Expressionist drips 4 la Pollock and by the mid-1880s had begun
compositionally dieloguing with some high modernist American painters,
from 1997 omward, the paint itself was beginning to mimic the peinterlinass of
Abstract Expressioniam in combination with the gestural threading to increes-
ingly dramatic effects. Big Dnps, 19808, unites the colorful, painted, wateriall-
like drips of post-paintarly ebsatract painter Morria Lowis with five embroidered
horzontal friszes of a serially repested salf-pleasuring famale (Fig.36). Biack
Stripes, completed & year later in 2000, quotes tha big, black, horzontal
gesture of Action Painter Franz Kline, replste with painted drips, intersected
by four vertical rows of masturbating female figures embroiderad into the
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canvas and topped off with Amer's own signature threaded drips (Fig.37).

It iz imporiant o understand, however, that despite their initial similarity
o the familiar masterpieces of the absiract canon, her works are not simple
rehearzals of the writhing lines of post-war absiraction. Amer's works in
dielogue function as ambivalent homages, neatly paralleling Amer's own ambiv-
alence about her relation to this history and the tug she fesls betwean her
wveneration of thess “great” artiste and her frustretion with the sense of exclu-
sion enforced through the cenonization of the white, Westerm male's point of
view. Her studied compositions express this tension by simultaneously copying
and mocking their source meterial, revealing that the repressed female point of
view s literally their foundationgl structure—both in the figural content of the
naked women and the formal medium of embroidery. This tension betweaan
admiretion and critique marks Amer's work gs a iranesgressive VErsus & repro-
ductive mimicry, as an almost the same but mot guite. Not simply interested in
acknowledging or building off of art historical paradigms, she wanta to insert
her embroidered medium into the assthetic of inherently masculinist prac-
tices—such as moderniam, A bstract Expressionism, and high modemizsm—
violate their rationgl and presumptively abetract worlds, and challenge their
claims to suthority. Like Robart Longo, Cindy Shermen, and Sherria Levine
befare haer, Amer usas the deconstrectivist strategy of postmodern appropria-
tion pracisely to de-mythologize the masculinist tarritory of post-war ert.

Conzidering Amer's determinad search for & specifically feminins
artistic lenguage and her intentional carving out of an all-female space within
the masculine spheare of painting, the sudden appearance of collaborative
works with artist and one-time boyfriend Reza Farkhondeh would seem to ba
an inexplicable detour from thet project. A ppearing in the title of many of Amear's
works from 2000 on, the acronym “RFGA" indicates this change but doss
little to explain its significance. The visual style of the work remains indelibly
Amer's and yet, one must ask, how does authorship, specifically an &cnfure
féminine, function when & man's brushmarks are edded to the conversation?
In navigating & complex new element of the creative process, Amer again
unknowingly aligns heraelf with Cizous.

Farkhondeh and Amer had met as art students in Mice in the late 1980s,
where they wers both attending ant school. They dated between 1888 and
1886, After moving to Mew York together aa friende in 1996, Farkhondeh
sufferad from cngoing bouts of depreseion. During one of these pericds in
2004, he found himeself inspired to add to one of Amer's paintings-in-progress.
When Amer returned from & trip to find that Farkhondeh had applied the
grounde to several of her paintings, rather than being angry at this intrusion,
she wee delighted. She nurtured his emotional return end mads space for
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hirm within her artistic project. Over tima, Farkhondeh grew more confident in
hiz own mark-making—formally, he was a shape-mekasr and ghe a line-maker.
Amer, in turn, felt that the elements he added were pushing her paintings in a
new direction throwgh a kind of “unspoken correspondence.™? And so bagan
their pas de deur, a dance that continues today, with hundreds of collaborative
works, including paintings, drawings, prints, and video. Demonstrating an
alternative to the dominant models that emphesize individual success and,
therefore, competition, Amer was unthrestensd by the sudden entrés of
Farkhondeh into her artistic space. As Amer explainsg, “In the RFGA paintings,
Reza is working within my language, always contributing to it. He hes becoms
My Muse, in a way.™*

This potential for a different kind of partnership was anticipated by
Cizous in her writinge on dcrture fdminine. Gizous used peychoanel sis to
show how the zero-sum game of the masculine economy has been based on
the young male's Cedipal struggle within the family. For the little boy, owing
hiz life to his parents iz alweys & debt thet he wanis repaid, 2o he can be free
from obligation (and presumably the guilt of wanting to kill the Father and
poesess the Mother to whom his life is owed). Explaining this fear further,
Cizous writes: “Obligation is submission to the enomous weight of the othar's
generosity . - . end & blessing iz always evil when it comes from someons
alza. For the moment you receive something, you are effectively open to tha
other, and if you are & man you have only one wish end that is to hastily return
the gift, to break the circuit of an exchange that can heve no end.™? The male
psyche expariences this debt ss an inequality, and this difference in strength
is perceived as a threat, making all exchange a site of competition with an
inavitable winner and a loser. A femals economy, Cxous argued, would
owerturn this stete of perpetual competition. The femals child does not suffer
from the castration armisty, because ghe is instead defined by her “lack” of
the phallus. Because of this, for her, loss, debt, or difference do not equal
seli-annihilation; her identity ia not centered in one symbolic site of power,
the phallus, so she is less afraid of giving herself awey. Emanating from this
*lack of lack,” the eitherfor binary of the male economy could be replaced by
an economy of plenty, one that would engander a form of giving that is not
diminizhed by the gift itself.*® This andless potential for giving is parallel, for
Cizous, to women's libido that has the potential for endleas pleasure, and can
come and come egain, without fear of being spent or destroyed by the partner.
In opening her creative process to Farkhondeh's interventions, Amer seams
to be operating in this mode of giving without fear of loss or self-annihilation,
while her own content ie an illustration of the coming without and that forma
the basis for just such an economy.
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This can be sesn in one of their most striking collaborations, Big Black
Kansas City Painting—RFGA from 2005 (Fig.38). Farkhondeh's ground of
black and blus tonal modulations is partnered with Amer's signature embroi-
dered women, which are barely discemable behind the incredibly long, white
lzoping strings edhered as vertical and sideswiped drips to the camvas. A
large work, the overall impression is an ezpressionistic dance, indiaputably
inapired by Pollock, but entirely Amer's own, without fear of debt or losa in
the exchange between male and female artist. Her formal lenguage is not
gffected by Farkhondeh's intervention of the fluctuating painted background,
but reects and plays off it in its verticality and the loose, opan bruehstrokes
that guide both the painted surfece and the glued drips. Thare ie room hers
for both; if amything, the white threed pops more vibrantly, Amer's voice mors
prominent than aver.

Around the zame time that Amer began her collaborative work with
Farkhondeh, sha also started to intredece larger-than-life, monumental famale
figuras into her paintings. Typically first cutlined, cartoon-like, in colored
watercolor pencils, and then embroidered over in matching tones, the domi-
nant presence of these massive women contrasts with the hide-and-sesk
style of much of the previous work and moves the pormographic subject
migttar to the fore. The figures' size and the heightenad clarity of the sezual
content can heve a varisty of effects, depending on how Amer chooses to
use them, but is aleo dependant on the viewsar's subjactive position. Cne
critic, Germano Gelant, argues that, from 2000 on “all of [Amer's] works
assert themsses as an act of life, flaunting female power. . . ™7 For others,
perhaps uncomforteble with such overt female power, the larger-then- lifesze
arotic figures may appear threatening, overpowering the gaze that would s=ek
io control and contein them. These monumental famales certainly dominate
the camas, moving cutward in a show of force that impressas itself onto
anyons who approaches.

In Femme Salie de Bain, 1998, one sees the painted blue silhovetts of
the knealing legs of an oversized woman in high heels with five vertical
threaded dripe of flowers {Fig.38). In KSKC, 2005, the painted silhousttes of
the same neked, crouched woman repested several times dominate the largs
canvas and are supplemented by long gestural strands of thread {Fig.40).
The cantral figure's thick-thighed lege are openad toward the viewer, reveal-
ing her sex throwgh apreed fingers, whila behind and around her other figures
masturbate. Thess new gigentic females overw helm each camvas spatially,
often barely confined by the picture frame, and are unlike Amer's other
images in which women are arranged serially in cookie-cutter-like repetition,
obacured within the tangle of threads end abstract painted undertones. In
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these and other paintings like them with oversized women, Amer's aim is
clear: to demonstrate that these women are not impriscned in their bodies,
but actively possess and joyously inhabit tham.

Maore recently, Amer has combined these monumental female figures
with her longstanding intarest in fairytale characters. Knotty But Nce, 2005,
is an orgiastic painting of several large women masturbating amidst giggling
dwarves from Disney's Snow White pictured in colorful silhoustte (Fig.41).
The dwarves look around, ssemingly startled at the availability of such sexual
plessure, parhaps more accustomed to the company of a woman who dusts
the house while singing of how happy she is to clean up after them. The
women, for their part, appear quite blissfully unaweare of the little men. One of
Amer's most striking works in this vein, And the Beast, 3004, jurtaposss two
line drawings of the presumably innocent Belle from Disney's Beauty end tha
Beast with twao full-frontal standing porn modeals in washed-out green and
pink, respectively (Fig.42). Meanwhile, the entire canvas is dominated by the
black outline of & reclining woman, heed thrown back, receiving oral sez.
Rather than provide an impoesible contrast, the two spheres of femals ideals
infect each othar here—Belle's flowing hair, wide-syes and slightly open lips
are too close to those of the porm women for the similarities to be missed.
The forwerd incline of Belle"s unnecessarily voluptuous breasts and receding,
impoesibly -small waist create the same gesture of offering that the standing
figures have combined with the act of reaching down towards their own
genitals. Why do children's images of princesses look 30 much like the mals
arctic ideal? How innocent are these fairytale images to begin with?

In combining fermels fairytale characters with images from pormo-
graphic magezinas, Amer exploits the latent sazual content within children's
storiea and tales to demonstrate her comviction that “children have sexusality
that we do not want to see. .. . [If] is an element that we are born with, not
something that we acquire.™® This notion of infantile sexuality is certainly not
neww', heving baen most famously articulated by Freaoed in his writings. In his
18085 essay “Infantile Sexuslity,” Freud first put forth his thesis that from their
earliest antry into the world infants exhibit signs of heving erotic drives that
they satisfy through dizpersed sensory pleasures such as breestfeeding,
thurnb-sucking, playing with their mothear's ear, and so forth *% Rather than
saeing children as innocents who are later corrupted, Freud believed that
infants beagin with this latent sexuality that is leter differentiated, through
identification with either the mother or father, and then sccialzed into normal
or abnormal behavior later in life. Amer picks up on this thinking by terally
mearging the expressions of this later behavior with one of the key sccial
meachaniams by which its nature is formed.
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Numerous worke on paper by Amer from this period also demonstrate
this stromg visual juzteposition between childhood imagery and adult subject
matter. Sowvanirs o’ Enfance (Memones of Childhood), 2000, for instance,
shows & happy young boy and girl, running toward the viewer; juztaposad
over thet image is & silhoustte of a woman masturbating (Fig.43). In another,
Tinkerbell, 2004, the mischievous winged character of the famous Peter Pan
novel happily flits eround two images of women performing oral sex (Fig.d4).
Like her contemporaries Kiki Smith, Peula Rego, and Miwa Yanagi, Amer is
interasted in the psychological and mythic side of fairytales and children’s
gtories. Yet ghe juztaposes her imeges with X-rated motifs, making her
aspecific address the sexual content and messaging of these tales. Whersas
Kiki Smith's lithograph of Little Red Riding Hood depicts the grandmother
and child in a sweet embrace standing atop the wolf's bloody carcass
(Fig.45), Amer's work of the same theme (preduced with Reza Farkhondeh)
ehows & red threaded silhouette of a kissing female couple with two grand-
mothers, standing atop wolves, arms upreised, running towerd each other
as if they too will kiss (Fig.48). While Smith impresses upon the viewer the
violence of the story, Amer's work aligne with an analysis of the story pro-
vided by Cizous, which identifiss Littla Red Riding Hood's journey off tha
peth as & perable of & young girl's ezploretion of forbidden sexuality 0

Amear's pornographic and et times slightly humorous fairy tele scenss
ehare more with the work of Micole Eisenman than the previoualy mentioned
artists. Both Amer and Eissnman have taken female cheracters, like Alice in
Wonderland, and sexuslly empowerad them. In Amer's drawing, Afice, 2003,
the title character is depicted, multiple times, in crayole-crayon-like colors,
lifting up her drass skirt; around her are embroidered masturbating femeales
(Fig.47). In this context, via jurteposition, Amer's Alice becomes the naughty
Lolita, quite eware of her ability to tempt and tease. Similarly, Eisenman's
drawing, from 1886, shows Alice in & cutesy litile dress, standing below and
between the legs of a monstrously huge, thick-thighed figure of Wonder
Woman whose arms are thrown up in a gesture of defiance (Fig.48). Below,
Alice is performing cral sex on Wonder Woman, her fece hidden bensath har
mistress's pantias. Like Amer, Eisenman has teken a supposedly innocent
young fairy tale character and revealed her a5 & pleasure—seeking sex kitten.

The importent difference between theae works by Amer and Eisanman
ig the narrative, or lack thersof. Az in all of Amer’s work in thie vein, she
de-contextualzes the appropriated, fairy tale imagery, pulls har characters
from their original narrative scenses, and deposits them into a free-floating
pictorial space, with the only frame of reference being the work's title and/or
the recognition of the character hersalf. In Srow VWhite Without the Dwarves,
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2008, five enormous famale figures are depicted in day-glo colors ina
horzontal frieze format, two of whom ere a clothed Snow White with her
gignature hat, while the othars are a neked pom star repeated thres times
{Fig.40). The five figures tilt thair heads identically, in unison, while another
oweraized figure, in silhouette, splays her legs to revesl har hairy orenge
vagina to the viewer, and ocstensibly to them. As in earlier compositions, body
parts begin to blend into visual puns, a& figures overlap eand one person’s am
becomes the curve of ancther's breast. However, deapite the cheracters’
apparent interaction in these paintinga, there is no awereness between them.
They remain decontextualzed from their prior story—a porn or fairytale
scene—as well B8 thair current surrounding, never coalescing into & new
narretive.

In gll of thess works, whether in dialogue with childhood myths,
fairytalea, pormography, or the tradition of Abstrect Expressionism, Amer has
successfully challenged the dynamics of hetaro-nomative and masculinist
texta. She has activated the suppressed female jowzsance and demonstrated
thet all cultural scripts need to be examined for their masculinist foundations
and erotic subtects. While best known for these visually provocative, painterly
works, this feminist analysis is also the basis for the other most prolific ares
of Amer's production: text-based works that literally examing the written word
and the suppressad feminine within.
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TEXT-BASED WORKS

With my wrtten works | elways fake the “mesculine” langusge or language of
“guthority™ and copy it azs if women {especially me) do not have a language of
their own. That is why | copy texts, definitions, quofations, efc. Thiz iz also
why | use porn magaznes.

—Ghada Amer®!

Since the lete 1980s, Amer heg produced text-besed works thet have chal-
lenged the masculinist *language of authority™ by literally eppropriating the
male voice and combining it with the feminine language of either embroidery
or gardening, its sculptural equivelent. She eppropriates and re-presents
texts from multiple sources whare men have spoken for women, about their
qualitias and desires, and whera the woman has gone missing. The first and
miost consistent sources of thees worke have been dictionary definitions of
words, the second, myths of love and romance, and the thind, fairy teles and
historical texts. Amer speaks three languages—aArabic, French, and English—
end has strategically wsed this ability to select betwean them for each work.
Thizs multilingual background has given her an appreciation for the differences
betwsen languages and, &t the same time, a cross-cultural awarensss of the
power their usage exerts over forma of knowledge, and what can and cannot
be articulated.

Oine of her first known text works, Untitled (Le Lyz), 1989, was a small
construction upon which she transcribed with stencil end pen the dictionary
definition of the word lily, which includes its status as “a symbol of purity,”
sbove a plastic heart adhered to the surface (Fig.50). This collage of drawn
text and found object predates Amer's use of embroidery, but initistes her
interast in the dictionary's power 1o privilege certain interpretations, such as
the lily's essociation with purity, that have gendered implications. Amer
focuses on dictionaries thet are agsumed to present the “universal” defini-
tionz of worda, but in fect have alweys bean written by men, and, by exten-
gion, highlights the absence of women's experiences from the very foundation
of language. Since men have defined all the words that are &t one's disposal,
ehe wondars how can ona even conceive of, let alone articulate, sn ezperi-
ence outzide of thet syatem of masculinist thought. Once Amer coneciously
decidee to use embroidery as a feminine artistic language, she combines it
with an intersst in undercutting this masculine authority of language. The
Dictionary Defintion of Love According to the Petit Robert, 1992, challenges
the expartise of the Patit Robart (the French equivalent of the Oxford English
Dictionary) with her re-presentation of its definition in loose, multicolored
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threads, while also guestioning whether women's expenience of love is
subsumed or proscribed by that definition (Fig.51). The illegibility of this and
many of her later definition-works, through the tangle of threaded drips and
run-on lettering, thwarts the communication and authority of the text. This
critical visual disruption disallows the presumed clarity of written language
and blura the delineation of this word to one confining, and controlled, mean-
ing. At the same time, the feminist tool of embroidery foregrounds the issus
of gender, asking who ie to say what love is, man or woman? Why is love, on
the one hand, taught to be the central concern of women, and yet is never
hers to define’? Amer goes on similarly to question the gendered associations
of such words as pein, desire, and torment, consistently asking why women's
perception of these words is suppressed at the level of so-called textual
knowladge.

Moving beyond the fundamental contral of words, Amer looks at other
defining texts such ae mytha, fairytales, historicel records, and religious
sources. Im 1887, she produced an embroidered sculptwral installation titled
Majnun Leia, which means “driven mad by Leila™ in Arabic (Fig.52). Basad
on the Arabian fairytale of the same neme, which is widely recognized as the
Romeo and Juliet of the Islamic world, the story tells of the moon-princess,
Leila, who was married off by her father to someone other than Qeys, B man
who was desperately in love with her, resulting in his madness. For the work,
Amer embroidered seven storage closets with the postic declarations that
lowe-stricken Qays wrote to his baloved Leila. In appropriating this story,
Amer is particularly interested to point owt the critical absence of Leila's
desires from the narrative. According to Amer: “Even in the story about the
romantic love that Majnun had for Leila—a story told so that every Arabic
woman can dream of being loved like this—Leila never expresses her love for
Majnun. We are simply told that ahe loved him. Majnun was written by & man,
but unfortunately, the way we love and expect to be loved iz directly teken
from this experience ™ To emphasize this absance, Amer conaciously used
the type of garment bags that would typically fill a womean's closet, that most
private and interior of all her domestic speces, as the site in which to inscribe
Majnun's words. Even here, she has no voice of her own and yet her pres-
ance is undeniable as the words hang literally in her domain, heving becoms
hers throegh Amer's transcription.

The concept of the absent-present female and men speaking for and
about women is aleo examined in another instellation, Prvate Rooms, 1887
{Fig.53). In thiz work Amer chose to nevigate the complex terrain of represen-
tations of women in the Qur'an, the lslamic book of divine guidance, which
was orally releyed to Muhammed by the angsl Gabriel, and then recorded by
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his mals companions. Throughout the Cur'an's 114 chapters, some refer-
ences o women are laudatory and loving; others are violent and repressive,
while othera still are quotidian. As an enaemble, then, they szpose the multi-
plicity of ettitudes toward women found in the religious text. The sourates
(verses), however, are written mostly as directives to men, not women—the
*you” pronoun is theirs—and set up more as instructions to them abowt how
to treat women in the specific situations delineated, &.g. on matters relating
to modesty, marriage, inheritance, polgamy, dowries, serviteds, incast, and
elaves of war. The woman functions in the Qur'an, then, es an Other; He i
the privilaged Subject who spesks for and about the woman, her qualities
and deaires.

Amear's installation highlights thiz point brillizntly. The work consists of
fifteen suspendad brightly—colored storege unite upon which Amer embroi-
dered all of the Qur'anic verses that reference women. 5he inscribed the taxt
in Franch rether than the original Arebic because the words of the Qur'an are
sacred when written in Arebic and there are strict rules about copying, escerpt-
ing, and taking sections of it out of context. The material used throughouwt the
wiork, a soft-colored sating, was chosen by the artist because it wes reminis-
cent of a bride's bed used in the Arabic countries, and the title of the work refers
to the fact that the Prophet Mohammad had a “private room® for each wife.
Looking to historical text, here the most sacred in her culture, in Privafe Rooma
Amer has isolated and then figured forth the woman within, lterally catalogu-
ing the weys in which lslamic religious tredition has outlined her role therein.

In addition to excavating woman from dominant texts like the Cu'ran,
Amer iz also interested in discovering historicel writings thet included women
epeaking for themseles but that have been repressed in their entirety.
Uncovering an Arabic text from the twelfth century titled Gawami af Lada,
or Encyclopedia of Ffeaswre, Amer found that while women's pleasure has
traditionglly bean the most forbidden of subjects, there have beean trans-
gressions of thia prohibition throughouwt history and scross cultures. Written
during a flourizhing intallactual pericd in l2lem, Gawami af Lads was intended
gz & moral end ethical guide and was considered & highly scphisticated
document that combined the erary, philosophical, and medical know ladge
of the time. Though accepted during the time of its crestion, the manual
was later suppressaed by an increasingly consarvative society. In 2001, Amsar
proeduced & large-scale installation that addressed this complex terrain of
Muslim female sexuality (Fig.54). For her sculptural installation, Amer pur-
posefully chose to copy excerpts that pertain to issues of female sexual
pleasure, beauty, and virginity, including pessages from chapters such as,
“n praiseworthy assthetic qualities of women™ and “On the edvantages of
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a mon-virgin over a virgin," both of which pertain to issues of female sexual
pleasure, beauty, and virginity that were historically censored. Working with
a team of women and men in Egypt, the excerpted texts ware sawn in calli-
graphic script, in English (because Amer was not able to find an Arabic copy
of the text at that time), using a traditional machine-made embroidery tech-
nigue of Indian origin known as sirma, onto the shpcovers that wrap around a
total of 57 boxes, which Amer designed in the shape of traveling trunks. One
fregment reads:
A woman's orgasm comeas down from her head wheress a man's ongasm
comes down from his back. Consequently, the fect that she has lass
liguid and is slower in ajaculation cen be attributed to the fect that the
distance batwean the head and tha vulve is longer than that between
the back and the penis. Bunyan Dakht was esked which finds greater
pleasure in sexual union: a man or woman? And she answerad: W,
women, find such pleasure in sexual unicn that when God crested. . . .

As the above trenscription demonstrates, the passages weare quite sexually
explicit. Yet what is most enlightening abowt Katib’s Gawami af Lade & &
manuscript is that women were asked at the time for their opinions on matters
of love and sex—as is made evident in the guotation above because, when
Buryan Dakht is questioned, sha clearly states that women achieve greater
pleaaure in sexual unicn than men. In this excerpt and otheras choaan by
Amer for the sculpturel installation, it is clear that women in medieval Muslim
society were far from being sexually repressed. Ind=ed, while Amer's initial
intareat in the menuscript stemmed from a curiosity about ite diseappeaarance,
the more she studied it, the more ghe reslized how open-minded literature
had baen at one time and how, centuries leter, it had becoms increasingly
conservative. The Encyclopedia of Pleasure seeks to call attention to that
contradiction. It slsc aims to reaffirm lelamic women's sezeelity and explors
the possibility of attributing a new ssnse of cultural and social agency to
women by demanstrating their once historical ownerghip of their bodies and
their celebration of jowssance.

Another installation addressing historical texts, this time literary ones
which take as their subject romentic love, is Love Park, produced for the
1000 Site Santa Fe in New Meaxico (Fig.56). Drawing from a wide range of
famous Eastarn and Westam sources, such as Antoine de Saint-Exuparny,
Schopenhawsr, Shakespeare, and Sheikh Maefzawi's The Perfumed Garden
(a fifteanth-century erotic handbook for men), among othera, Amer created a
public project that foregrounded the contradictory nature of descriptions of
lowa. Amer conceived of a promenade in an abandoned lot with a series of
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ten wooden, anti-loveseats, reconfigured so that the partners were seatad in
opposite directiona. She installed each seat betwesn two trees like a Roman-
tic tebleau from the nineteanth cemtury and in front of each pleced a sign with
& quotation on the contradictory neture of love from one of thess “authorite-
tive" sowrces. “In love, only conguest and breaking-up ere interesting; the rest
ia filler,” one sign reads. *Experience shows us that love doee not consist in
gezing at each other baut looking at the same direction,” reads another. Amear's
gtated intention was for people to walk along the promenade “not quite
grasping the meening of love."* Hence the work's ironic title.

Amer considers Love Park ona of her garden projects, & senes of outdoor
inatellations she begen as an attempt to translate her idea of *women's work”
from embroidery on canvas to an ouwtdoor, sculpturel equivalent. As she
explainad im an interview with Terasa Millet in 2004, whean she was first asked
to dio an outdoor project in the South of France in 1887, she was ssarching
for a visual languags that could be an equivalent for har painting but in the
out-of-doore. | thought that | could find some trenslation, something | could
do instead of embroidery, but someathing that hed the same idea that it would
work well. So | thought, "“What can a woman do outside? Gardening was a
woman's activity like embroidery. This is how | decided to create gardens.™*
The garden, with its multiple assocciations with fecundity, femininity, seduc-
tion, and private enjoyment, also provides an ideal vehicle for the extension
of Amer's commentaries on love, ercticiam, and gender clichses.

These commentaries can be seen in her garden project meads for the

Metropolitan Mussum in Pusan, Korea, & work related to “femining” sterec- =3 Martingz, 74.

ty pes within local culture. For Women's Qualities, 2000, by means of an
informal questicnnaire, Amear asked mean and women participeting in the
exhibition to explain what "gualities” they attributed to women {Fig.58).
“Wirgin,” “submissive,” “intelligant,” “sexy,” “*long eyelashes,” “rich,” and *good
gt presenting food” were quelities that Amer discoverad the Koreans whom
she interviewsad most associated with famales. Teking these phrases and
waords, she then trenscribad them in Korean script into seven flowerbeds
on the grounds of the mueseum using a red flower that bloesomed only two
monthe of the year. While the qualities presentad may in soms cases ba
locally specific, the univareelity of the need to conform to &n ideal fits in with
Amer's strategy from her porn paintinge of using the ubiguity of anforced
fernale steractypes to make work that addresses the crogs-cultural subjugation
of women.

Continuing her alignmant with the &cnture féminine project, Amsr
conceives the gardens es feminine writing within the public sphers. 51ll part
of a self-consciously feminist project, she not only identifies the garden as an

838, Ghada Amer,
Wamens Oualies, 3000

outdoor domestic space, but uses that space to speak of and for women. In
Amer's hands, howsver, a garden is newer conceived of as paradise on earth.
It iz ahways a site for protest and contestation—against gender cliches, love's
incomprehensibility, and leter, war and politice. A prime ezample of this is a
2001 project in Barcelona that highlighted the economic plight of women
around the word {Fig.57). Along the Rambla del Raval, Amer created a gigan-
tic owtdoor ingtallation in oversized, red plant pots filled with seand that wers
shaped like individual, capital leftera to spell out the phrase, *“Hoy el 700 da
los pobres en el mundo son mujeres (Today T0% of the poor in the world are
women).” It was a sentence that she had found in a book of statistics while
conducting rasearch for the project. She chose to install the work in the
Rambla del Ravel because it is & socially depressed part of the city with &
high irmmigrant population, poor people, and prostitutes. Its long Rembla, or
thoroughfare, = & recent urban project meant to help clean up the zone and to
regensrate it socially and erchitecturally. Amear's use of a phrase that focused
specifically on women, therefore, wes a particularly strong statement in that
context. While global economic inequalities are generally evaluated geopaoliti-
cally, concentrating on differences between the Morth and the South and
between the developed countries and the Third World, Amer decided instead
to highlight the discrepancies betwesn the s=xet in the social distribution of
wealth, calling ettention to the fact that we are alao far away from achieving
sexual equality. As Amer explains, "This . . . garden had a clear political mes-
sage and it was transformed into a sand gerden where children could play
under their mothers' ayes on such a disturbing quote ™™ Moreover, the fact
that the sentence could only be reed in its entirety from a distance or from the
air—it was 70 meters long—alluded to the need for perspective or criticel
distance in order to comprehend the reality of this global problem.

587. Ghada Kmar,
Today, 70 of the Poor In fhe
Worlo A re Women, 2001
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WAR AND PEACE

The unconsciows is a'ways cultural and when it falks it tells you your old
stories, it tells youw the old stores you've heard before because it consists of
the repressed of culfure. But it's also always shaped by . . . what is strange,
what is oufside cuffure, by a language which is a savage fongue. . . .

—Halene Cizous, *Castration or Decapitation’?™?

Amer'as longstanding focus on gender as her primary concern changed, as
did 50 much else, after September 11, 2001. Her work, which had ahways
engaged with gender politics, became increasingly attunad to other iasues
in the aftermath of that tragic eavent. As an Egyptian-born Muslim living in
Maw York City, her life was irrevocably alterad by that day's ongoing impect:
*From 199& when | moved to Mew York until Septembear 11th, | was so0 happy.
Im the United States, no one knew | was a Muslim. |t was a vacation for my
apirit. | newar had amy thing to justify, be shameful of, or hide from anyone. . . .
Well, now, the vacation is finished. Back to the beginning and now it's even
worael™" *Bafore,” she continues, "Americans thought lslam was some kind
of trikal religion but now it's related to Al Qeeda and terrorism. ™2

While this shift in her lived experience has recently inspired Amer to
create & serias of highly changed works about world politics, terrorism, and the
wars in the Middle East, works on Muslim identity have never been absent from
her oewre. From her earliest exparimants in art echool combining her seli-
portrait with appropriated images of CGleopatra (Fig.05), Amer has not shied
away from working with her Egyptian heritage as pert of her artistic project.
Her obzassion with Venus, a magazine for the veiled woman, expanded to
other works related to veiling, incleding ! & Paris, 1881, and Borga®, 1897,
After a wave of terrorist bombings linked to |slamic militants shook Paris in
1990 and 1891, Amer and har lranian ertist-friend Ladan 5. Madeari parformed
a piece involving their attendance at art openings while fully veiled, as man-
deted by some Islamic countries, but not by [slam itself. Their intention was
to eepand the Parigian public’s perception of consarvative Muslims o includa
individuals who, like averege Perisians, were intereated in cultural events. Amer
and Mederi then staged the | © Pans series of photographs, which feature the
two artists and & third woman pozed as fully veiled tourista in front of quintes-
sentially Parisian tourist spots, such as the Eiffal Tower, the Arc de Tricmphea,
Sacre Coeur, and the Jardin de Tuilaries (Figs. 68, 50 and 60)

Also inspired by growing anti-Muslim sentiments in the 1980z, Borgs'
represents Amer's first use of Arabic language and script in her work {Fig.61).
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a1. Grada Amar,
Borga, 1907

¥ Amar as quosad in an
smail iz tha muther: * mada
Barga'in 1097 tor mysall. It is
my own borga' in casa | was
Toroed bo wear it Thora is &
squarg in tha araa of the mouth
and nosa whera | asked a lace
makar (a very sophisticaied
ors) 10 maks Farndmads leca
and lade paarks of tha dafini-
bion "..p.'urr short one) of the
word 'fear in Arabic. Thisis
thesi firsf time | wssd A rabic in

work. Tha definition starts
likm: this: “ear, 1o ba afraid of
somecta, 1o be afraid of soms-
thirg, @boi . .. .™

23 Valancia, 33: "l was think-
ing that the sxfias generation
was completaly Fypoaritical
and had now reborned to o
corsarvatism groatar than thair
parents. All of thosa bamuni-

fl idens were nothing, they
waporated, and now histary
repeats itsal shopidly 1"

&1 Valancia, 33.

g2, Ghada Amer,
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Dreapite the work's title, the article of clothing presented in the pisce is not
the borga’ used to swath the entire body but only the head covering, referrad
to as naggab in Amer's birthplace of Egypt. The artist stated in 2007, | made
Borge" in 1997 for myself. It is my own borge' in case | was forced to wear
it.”™ Choosing a style that appealed to her own taste, Amer commissionead

a skilled lacemeker to sew & hort definition of the word “fear” in Arabic into
the transparent araa meant o cover the nose and mouth—*fear, to be afraid
of someona, to be afraid of something. . . . " The beautiful embroidared
calligraphy, in lace and pearle, alludes to a voica thet is silenced by the veil.
The presence of lace aleo chellenges the conservative associations of veiling
by virtue of ita own essociation with women's lingerie.

A marked difference in Amer’'s artistic produection emerges post-Septem-
bar 11, however, as har concam clearly broadens from a gendered investigation
of cultural differences and misenderstandings to a critiqua of the vielence and
hatred that emerge from these failures of cross-cultural communication. Thess
works use stretegies from across the spectrum of Amer's previous productions
as well as engage new mediums, such es video and performance.

The first to address directly the new “war on terror,” Peace Garden, was
installed et the Miami Beach Botanicel Garden in 2002, a few months before
the U.S. isveded Irag (Fig.6Z). For thizs work, Amer planted a monumental
“make love not war® peace sign, ironically alluding to the anti-war movement
of the 1860z that many world leaders, and war-makers, of today took part in.
Amer's peacaful garden, though, was not what it appeared. During the opening
cocktail reception, the artist and two essistants in waitress uniforms imvited
guests to feed live worms and crickets to the three varieties of carnivorous
plants that mede up the garden. In other words, Peace Garden may have
looked inviting and calm from afar, but up cloae it wes desdly—a metaphor,
she says, for the hypocrisy evidenced in contemporary politica, one that
would allow pacifists of yesterday 1o become warmongers of today.™ The
following year, Amer produced another anti-war garden, Love Grave, 2003,
for the Indianapolis Museum of Art (Fig.63). Again referencing hippie symbols,
such as Robert Indiana's iconic sculpture, this wes & simple yet powearful
work for which she dog the word *“LOVE" into the sarth six feet deap. Like an
open tomb, this inversion of typical mamorials that try to suppress the reality
of death was dediceted by the artist “to everyone who died becawss of this
stupid situation the world is in today.™'

Maore recently, Amer has tackled the difficult subject of terrorism itsel.
In 2005, she crested & site-specific installation titled The Reign of Terror for
the Davia Museum and Cultural Center st Welleslay College inwhich she
imvestigated definitions of “terror,” “terrorist,” and “terrorism® derived from

E3. Ghada Amsr,
Love Grave, 2003
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American, English, French and Arebic dictionaries over the past few centuries
(Fig.64). Warking with a group of students, Amear traced the root, history,
and definition of the word with the intention of trying to understand why this
powarful word, in its current overuse by the press, has lost its meaning.
During har research she discoverad that one of the several English definitions
was derived from a transletion of a French word, from the period during the
French Revolution {1793-84), when Robespierre instituted a “reign of terror”
in which el citizens suspected of being counter- revolutionaries were sant to
the guillotine. In Arabic dictionaries, however, she found that there wes no
official definition for “terrorism.” For the finel project, which took over the
cafaeteria and lobby, she installed bright rose-colored wallpaper resembling
Biritish colonial decor upon which she inacribed the numerous English dic-
tionary definitions of “terroriem.” She elso created cups, bowls, plates, and
paper tray liners for the Center's cafeteria with the phrasa *Terrorism is not
indexaed in Arabic dictionaries®

Amer expanded on thess idegs in a recent project at the Frencesca
Minini Gallery in Milan in 2007. For her installation there, titled Le Salon
Cowrbé, the artist created an ostentatious, wallpapered sitting room, replete
with two bergeres, a canape, and & handmade wool and silk carpet (Fig.BE).
She patterned her salon after the upscals ones encounterad in the homes
of weaalthy families ecross Egypt in which romantic, post-colonial, “*courthy ™
furniture— known colloquially s Courbé—is prominantly featured ® However,
gz with gll of Amer's works, & pleasurable exterior containg hidden thoms.
The traditional carpet was inscribed in Arabic with the single Arabic definition
of “terrorism;” the two bergares and the canapé were delicetely and squisitely
embroidered in soft pinks and rose-colored threads with the same definitions,
even more obacured by thread; and the whole room was wallpapered in the
samie bright rose-colored wallpaper used in the installation at Wellesley
College. Like the viewers of her Peace Garden who are shocked into realizing
that all is not what it appears to be at first glance—when peace signs becoms
carnivorous and pacifists become warmongers—the viewers of Le Salon
Courbé are stunned that the plush decorations and seemingly decadent
lounge guickly become a potent political statement 3

It was at this same exhibition that Amer first presanted the collabors-
tive video, An Indigestible Dessart, 2007, documenting a performance
conceved and scripted by artist Rera Farkhondeh and produced jointly by
Amer and Farkondsh {Fig.68). The catalyst for this new work came in the form
of a commission from American Patrong of Tate, who asked her to prepare a
dessert for their second annual dinner in & Mew York City resteurant.® With
the help of a pastry chef, Amer and Farkhondeh designed edible effigies of
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George W. Bush and Tony Blair, notoriously recognized e& allies in the “war
on terror” in the Middle East, after which Farkhondeh proposad a perfior-
mance around the consumption of these cakes. ™ The ten and & half-minute,
single-channel video is scripted in three sections: the creation of the effigiss,
the performance, and the destruction end consumption of the cakes. After
the bodies of Bush and Blair had been made—using white chocolate for the
head, hands end feat, while the remaining perts of the bodies were filled with
strewberry and raspberry mouse, which suggested blood—a performance
bagan with Amer dregsed in black standing before the cakes while two
masked actors enterad the scene in the guise of Bush and Blair; the two
actors circulate arrogently around the tables and, arriving &t Amer's side, then
kneeal down and deliver & half- heerted apology for forgiveneas. An Angel of
Death enters the scense and declares thet *vie the power of attorney ™ their
apologies cannot be accepted. Amer then unwreps a mallet from a white
cloth and proceeds to smash the heads of Bush and Blair, efter which the
audisncea ks invited to consume the destroyed bat still tasty dessart, turning
the political action into & carnivorous ezpariance.

Also incleded in the Milan installation were six paintings embroidered
with the dictionary definitiong for related words—a diptych with the defini-
tiong for “fear” in English and Arabic and paintings with definitions for “secu-
rity,” *peace,” “freadom,” and “lova” in Arabic (Figs.87,68,60,70,71, and 7Z).
By choosing four words with optimistic, non-violent essociations for the
Arabic paintings, Amer hoped to remind viewers (and herself) that Arabic, her
first language, should not only be linked to fear and terror ag is being per-
petually broadcast by the media. The fact that the panels for “fear"—and in
the sitting room the word “terrorism™—are inacribed in Arabic and English
reminds viewera that languages from many countries are asscciated with
thesa politically and emotionally loaded termsa. The artist titled these works in
English but gave the definitiona in the peintings in Arabic. In 80 doing, she
dramatizes the disconnect between Eastern and Western cultures by simulta-
neously highlighting linguistic barriers and blurring positive and negative
associations within each of these cultural contexts.

While this work may seem farther removed from the feminist project of
Sonfure fdminine, it is a sign both of Amer's growing confidence in her own
arfistic languege and elso of her right to speak of and for hersalf. Here, she
demonstrates thet she ie able to take her multiple artistic technigues for mining
the tenzion batwesn gendered cultural codes and apply them to cross-cultural
tensions as well. The worke ues embroidary to undermina the authority of texta,
in particular, definitions of tarror that are not compatible and may actually be
mutually exclusive. The outdoor projects taks the safety of the menicwred,
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feminzed garden and use that assumed security to indict our cultural penchant
for violence. And while the prominent bodies of her painted pormographic
ladies may be absent among these works, the right of the body to pleasure—
that is, the pleasure of lwing free from pain, fear, terror, or death—is in fact at
the heart of Amer's implicit plea in her post—8/ 11 works. Having moved through
the body and found feminine jowssance, she is now empowerad to use har
voice to apeak of anything that concerns her and demand pleasure for not only
for herself, or womeankind, but for the world at large.
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OMNAND ON . ..

Woman is that who i's always hidden.
—Gheda Amer®

A feminine text stans on alf sides af once, stans wenly tmes, thirny fimes, over.
—Helane Cizous, *Castration or Decapitation?"®"

In spite of this essay's sttempt to map Ghada Amer's artiatic journey across a
span of twanty years, her working style is not one that easily lends itaslf toward
thizs end. While her technicel approach and range of outlets heve developed
over time, there iz & diveraity of technigues combined with & recurring interast
in gimilar subject matter that makes her artistic project look more ke multipla
allipses churning forward and back in order to move forward anew. While she
is always adding strategies to her toolkit, she doss not reject earlier possibili-
ties and ideas and often comes back to them with renewed anergy. This
recirculation allows for the maintenance of her signature style without stale-
ness and has helped keep her from getting trepped into any one “system,”
as she was once concernad would happen. Her most consistant subject over
the courss of the last twenty years has been womean, and her choices of form
and structure are ones that seek to include a feminine sensibility—whathear
embroidery or gardening or wellpaper or lace-making. This combination of
subject and sensibility, in the hands of such an intellecteally curious and
visually imventive artist, has proved capabls of echieving limitleas variations.
Amer continues to raise the question of women's vigibility in relation fo
everything from art history to pormography, feiryteles to religious texts, and
has constantly reinvented ways of representing and analyzing this core idea.
Looking at her most recent works, one sses her returning to & theme
from years ago with an advanced technique, or exploring an innovative sub-
ject with a familiar technique, and, of cowrse, ezpanding cutward from her
central theme to incorporete diverse source materiels and cultural referances.
One new artistic: frontier is her exploration in prints and drewings, including
many which are now attributed to her and Reza Farkhondeh and credited by
their full names, rathar than as the scromym RFGA, marking the further
development of that collaboration as well. In ona such saries, Amer's familiar
porn ladies and Disney characters are peired with never-before-seean icono-
graphic references. In Apple Ficking for Adultz, 2007, repstitions of the same
pair of Hindu deities, in the traditional marriage pose, are stenciled across
the drawing, submitting another cultural mythology to Amer's examination of
ideologies of love (Fig.73). These couples are surrounded by an embroidered

73. Ghada Amar,
Apple Picking for A dults, 2007



74. Ghada Amar and Rara
Farkhondeh, We are destroping
planet =arif, 2007

outline of a masturbating female and a Disney-esgue girl plucking an apple,
invoking the narrative of lost innccence from the Garden of Eden. In We Are
Destroying Planet Earth, 2007, another work produced with Farkhondeh, one
gees them addreasing the increasingly serious danger of global climate
chenge, further broedening Amer's political critigue (Fig.74).

In a quite different experiment in printmaking, “Dé&jeuner Sur [Hearbs”
Devant La Forét, 2007, Amer, again collaborating with Farkhondeh, has taken
her ongoing dialogue with the “big boye® of art history in & new direction as
well (Fig.75). Having previcusly focused exclusively on the abstract tradition
of twentieth-century high moderniam, this work applies her analytical eye
to one of the *masterpieces” of the nineteenth century, Edouard Manset's
Déjeuner Sur L'Herbe from 1863. In the agquatint and stching, the two artists
deconstruct Manet's famous painting, separeting its elements into two sections.
On the laft, they present a natural lendscape, echoing the forest setting of
the original; however, on the right, they heve replaced the famed trio of
figuraa—the wnexpraesive, naked womean flanked by two clothed gantleman—
with & figure from Amer's atable of porn sters. Freed from any male company,
this coquettish woman is rather salf-conaciously enjoying her sexuel prowess.
Having turned Manet's genteel scens into one of Amer's signature porm
compositions, she and Farkhondeh have gone even further, in fact emphasizing
that it was always already an explicitly erotic painting, once agein ezposing
the relationship betwaen the supposedly refined history of art and the porm-like
objectification of femele bodies.

Mew axplorations ere visible in Amer's latest paintings as weall. A
recently begun canvas hanging im her studio is exemplary: a centrally—placed,
naked pubsscent girl, one arm raised over her head, looks coguettishly out
&t the viewear; around her flits an arrey of woodland animals, including & big-
toothed, ogling rabbit, flying birds and chipmunks; to the right iz & perky Snow
White whose raised hand seems about to pinch the young girl's nipple. Tha
beckground scene iz appropriated directly from the iconic Dieney film, depict-
ing the critical moment in the story when the lost princess is found and
comfortad by the forest animals, who then l=ad her o the house of the Seven
Dwarves. The composition is in its embryonic stages of development, meaning
that Amer has just outlined the figures with har watercolor pencils and begun
emudging and bleading the lines with water to add & painterly effect. From
hare ehe mey or may not add more leyers of form before embroidenng and
posszibly gelling the threade. Despite ite unfinished nature, the work reprassnts
& few major departures for Amer. The inclusion of an actual scens from Snow
White iz a new movement towards namative in har work, end repressnte a
groundbreeking momant in her oewre that Amer is self-consciously making.
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Whilz it iz hard at this point to know how visible the full mise an scéne will be
because the painting is still & work-in-progress, the inclusion of a forest setting
and a plethora of characters resists the previously decontextualzed nature of
her painted princesses and brings the specificity of the plot under scruting,
exemining it for its underlying peychological subtexts. Like Little Red Riding
Hood, Snow W hite has ventured into the dark, forbidden forest alone. She
musat find har wey out, and for the first time is alona. This story line resonetes
with the narrative of a young woman's sexuel coming of age—Ileaving the
childhood sefe haven to explore the unknown. In juxtaposing & specific scens
from Snow White with the pubescent porn girl, Amer uncovers not only the
letent sexuality of the storny's protegonist, as she does in other works like
Snow White Without the Dwarnves, 2008, but she iz alao now figuring forth
the hidden peycho-sexual subtexts of her journey through the narrative itseli.
She underscores this subtext by heving the two main charactera, taken from
different sources, interact in & sexually explicit way. While singing to her
animal friends, Snow White feces the seductive youth, and her elevated index
finger, which traditionally supports a singing bird, now deleted, seems about
to tweak the girl's nipple. By the eimple act of removing the signature bird,
Amer has turned Snow White's innocent gesture into an act of foreplay.
Furthermore, the prominent plecemsnt of a naked pubescent girl is
unusuel for Amer's paintings; though she has usad this figure in other densely
leyered works, she has always kept her hidden in the mix. This placement,
alomg with the narrative, indicates that she is now intenticnally sesking to
highlight something that she was meraly comfortable hinting at before—
whather in drewings such as Alice from 2003, which she considers to be
diaristic, or im an obscured fashion in her paintings: the development of
childhood sexuality and society 's conflicted weys of addressing it. On the one
hand, the central gifl with her come-hither look is (shockingly) appropriated
from Hustler ag well, raising the question of men's desires and fetishization of
under-aged girks. However, girle themselves at this age are already aware of
their sexuality and have desires and drives of their own that society does not
like to acknowledge. This simultaneous repression and encouragement of
girlhood secwality can be geen in the very characterization of feirytale hero-
ines. Amer has commented spacifically on the childlike qualities of characters
prezented as young women, etating that the famale charactars in fairytales,
especially ae thay are represented by Disney, *are sl little girks," the artist
explaing. “Espacially when | drew them,” she continues, | notice that their
expressions, clothes, and the size of their bodies are those of a litthe girl "5
This representation is contrasted, however, with their low-cut blousss and
tight-fitting dresses over voluptuous bressts that send mixed messages about
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the age at which sexuslity begins. Amer exploits this “barely legal” status of
the Hustler girl to expose this aspect of the Disney heroines and, vice versa,
shows how this strategic age confusion (inwhich an 18 year—old model is
made to look like a pre-teen and a fairytale princess ia the size of small girl
with ample breasts) allows these figures to cater to what are considerad
unaccepteble desires.

Diecussing the introduction of & new namative framework, Amer is
alreedy excitedly planning peintings that incorporate villainesaes— Cruella de
Vil, Snow White's stepmother, and 50 on—and a potentially amusing (and also
degrading) scene of Snow White cleaning the dwarves’ socks (gs an almost
absurd return to the domestic series from 1881-02), again spiraling backwards
and forwards in an endless play through & myriad of old and new concepts.

At the same time that Amer is exploring new paths with her Dismey
cheractars, another 2008 peinting points in a different, more peraonal
direction. In The Waoman Who Failed to Be Scheherazade, two monumeantal,
big-bosomed women frame a black-and-white composition of jumbled naked
bodies; the long strands of black thread have been horzontally gelled and
the watercolor pancil with which Amer initially draws the figures has been
drametically blad ecross the cemvas (Fig.76). While composed of monumsantal
figuras like her other recent works, there is something about the modulated
coloring and shading around and within these statuesque women that has
added a new three-dimensionality to the cartoon outlines. That this technique
should appear in & work about Scheherezrads has interesting implications—
Amer has identified Scheherazade as one of her idols since childhood and
admits to using her as a stand—in for hersalf within this new sutobiographical
work. Amer admires the legendary Parsian queen from One Thousand amd
Chne Nights for her brilliant use of her intellect and storytelling, two assats
that ultimately stayed her execution, and saes her story as an example of a
woman who “controlled her body through her mind.™ However, as the work's
title referancas, this painting iz about Amear's struggle to be Scheharazads
during a difficult relationship when she wishes sha hed had more salf-
restraint. Despite the close affinity Amer feels for the story, this is the first
tima she has madse & work directly invoking Scheherazade. It aleo inaugurates
the firat tima that the artist hes produced & porn painting that iz so overtly
cheracterized as 8 salf-portrait.

These explorations in prints, drawings and paintings ara just hints of
what the future holds, initial ezperiments with innovative ideas that may or
migy not become mejor elaments in the next phase of Amer's work. At the
same time, an embroiderad porn painting from 2007, 7,004 Nights fo Forget,
iz glmost indiscerible from some of her earliest worka in this atyle, such as
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Untited from 1806 and A Missed Mizs from 2002 with their use of serial
repetition, all-over composition, and soft-color palette (Figs.77, 78, and 78).
And yet, the multicolored threads are a little longer, a little lusher, and the
control of the gel as it swishes the threads a little freer. The work's title refers
to & painful period in the artist's life when, efter almost three years of no
contact, an ex-lover telephonas her, &t which point she obeessively counts
back the number of nighta since she had last seen him, 1,004, hoping o
forget them. One can imagine thet coming back to the comfort zone of this
initial format of her pom peintings with the mantre-like repetition of bodies
might have provided cethartic familiarity during &n emotional time. At the same
time, comparing these tiny serial ladies to monumental fairytale figures or to
the Scheherazade composition, one would think that 7,004 Nights fo Forget
wes a work from years' ago in a atyle she had left behind. Yet Amer iz making
thess works simultanacusly, and iz not according a hierarchy to one atyle or
another. Amer iz unafraid of coming back to earlier ideas, as whan her porn
paintings looped back to her fascination with feirytales, and continues to
sxperiment with all her accumulated technigues and variations of form, without
insisting on a trejectory that marks leter innovetions as more eccomplished.

Ini this final and critical wey she embodies the shepe and open-ended
narrative structure that Cizous believed would be the ultimate mark of a suc-
ceasful dcriture f&minine. Producing texts without & beginning, middle, and
and, femining writing would remain forewer open, never closing itself off or
coming to a full stop; it would loop through time and overflow its borders.
Precisely becauss Amer's project is so linked to the overflowing pleasures and
desires of the femals body, it makes abaclute sense that her artistic project
would itself be full of endleas possibilities. Foresesing the difficulty of mapping
thig kind of creative work, Cizous wrote, A feminine textual body is recognized
by the fact that it is always endless, without ending; there is no closura, it
doesn't stop, &nd it's thie that very often makes the feminine text difficult o
read . . . & feminine text goas on and on and at some point the volume comes
to am end but the writing continuas _ _ . "™ So it iz with Amer's artistic output.

Mever wanting to become static, Amer is clearly now confident in her
mastery of har own artistic language, such that sha iz able to exparimeant freealy
in muktiple directions without losing har way, and thus, having found her voice,
Amer iz comiortable asserting har right to address whataver subject sha
wishas, ultimataly fulfilling CEouws' utopian ideal of &criture féminine. Writing
with exuberance and confidence, speaking of women and &5 a woman, gener-
ating texts that overflow their boundaries and producing an artistic project that
defies conclusion, she continues fo write the body successfully.

RETEMD

¥ P

WA A

pERESE
70. Ghada Amar,
A missed kiss, 30032

78. Ghada Amer,
UnEded, 1098



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22

