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Throughout this volume, contributors give credence to the importance of space (e.g.
room, house) and its defining role in the development of feminist communities and
feminist art. Another significant dimension of space is the city in which feminist
activism, culture and art practice take place. Los Angeles, more than any other city,
played a defining role in the evolution of the feminist art movement in the seventies.
Flowering out of the liberation and protest movements of the sixties—anti-war
protests, civil rights, Black power, and women’s liberation—the women artists’ move-
ment comprised a diverse coalition of artists, educators, and critics who sought to
redefine the relationship between art and society. Feminist artists viewed art as both a
social process and a symbolic framework that could be used to confront broadly polit-
ical and deeply personal issues. Many pursued an activist agenda, intervening in public
spaces and institutions to address issues of social justice and democracy. Feminist
artists also analyzed the relationship between public representations of gender and
self-image, critiquing the dominant culture’s representations of women and reimag-

ining the possibilities of female identity through art.
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The implied and explicit East Coast/ West Coast competition in the art world
often saw New York as the nexus of the art world and Los Angeles as a frail newcomer,
at best. Although New York has remained the largest center of mainstream art com-
merce and exhibition since the end of the Second World War, however, Los Angeles—in
part because of its lack of an entrenched art-world infrastructure—offered women
artists in the seventies greater freedom to invent new models for artistic production
and reception. Los Angeles witnessed the growth of a thriving cluster of galleries and
museums in the late fifties and sixties, and attracted the attention of the international
art establishment with the emergence of so-called “Finish Fetish™ art, or “the L.A.
Look™polished, shimmering objects fashioned from new industrial plastics and paint
finishes developed for the defense and aerospace industries during World War II and
the Korean War. By the late sixties, then, a vibrant, if young, art scene had joined
Hollywood’s film studios, the television industry, and the popular music industry in
making Los Angeles the capital of what the Situationists called “the Spectacle.” The
popular media and the developing art establishment in Los Angeles both became
important targets of feminist intervention. Southern California feminists also worked
to develop independent, female-governed organizations for educating women artists
and for producing, displaying, and critiquing women’s art.

One of the principle philosophical underpinnings of the feminist art move-
ment was the goal of creating a mutually supportive community of women artists. In
opposition to the popular mythology of the lone (usually male) creative genius, the
leaders of the feminist art movement contended that broad-based community support
was a necessary condition of creative productivity, and set out to build the kind of sup-
port systems—both material and psychological—that women artists historically had
lacked.? Most of the goals and strategies of feminist artists in the seventies—including
political activism, a collaborative approach to art making, and an emphasis on autobi-
ographical and sexual subject matter, as well as the validation of traditionally feminine
“craft” materials and techniques—revolved around the central goal of affirming wo-
men’s personal experiences, desires, and oppression as part of a shared history and
culture, as well as a valid subject and source of art. Nationally and internationally,
women artists established cooperative exhibition spaces, activist organizations, and
other networks to provide support and a sense of community to previously isolated
women artists. The Los Angeles Woman'’s Building (1973—91) was by far the longest-
lived and most influential of these feminist art communities.

Given the range and scope of the activities carried out during the Woman’s
Building’s eighteen years of operation, it would be impossible to provide a comprehen-
sive account of its history and impact in the space of this essay.? Rather, I will offer an
abbreviated analysis of the genesis of the Building, and then examine in some detail
several projects sponsored there. These include, among others, the televised protest

performance, In Mourning and In Rage (1977); a national exhibition network generated
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under the aegis of the Great American Lesbian Art Show (GALAS, 1980); and a special
issue of the Woman’s Building newsletter dedicated to the problem of racism in the
women’s movement (Spinning Off, May 1980). The diverse goals and needs of the
artists working at the Woman’s Building, as well as shifting political and economic
conditions, continually challenged the organization to redefine the meaning and role
of a “feminist artists’ community.”

Communities traditionally have been defined by social scientists as geograph-
ically bounded spaces in which groups of people live and interact over the course of a
lifetime. The shifting group of feminist artists that orbited around the Woman'’s
Building, however, might better be defined as an “imagined community,” based on a
shared sense of identity and purpose, and mediated by shared artistic and textual ref-
erence points.* Los Angeles is a notoriously diffuse metropolis, its far-flung neighbor-
hoods crisscrossed by freeways and divided by miles of physical distance, as well as
ethnic and socioeconomic barriers. From its two locations within the ill-defined
“downtown” region of the city (initially on Grandview Boulevard near MacArthur Park,
and subsequently on North Spring Street at the far end of Chinatown), the Los Angeles
Woman'’s Building represented an effort to construct a community within a perceived
void. But the most effective means of accomplishing that goal, as well as the target
audience, was often a matter of controversy. Building cofounder Sheila Levrant de
Bretteville visualized the Woman’s Building as a beacon for the general public, person-
ified as a “woman on the street” who would reach out and embrace people from around
the city.’ Performance artists Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz, among others, used
the Building as a base from which to launch feminist interventions into the city’s phys-
ical and institutional structures, including the media. Other Woman’s Building mem-
bers maintained a more separatist vision, wishing to preserve the Building as a safe
haven from mainstream society. Theorists of lesbian social community have empha-
sized that for lesbians and gay men, in particular, a community of peers often takes the
place of family as the primary support network and source of self-definition.® The
projects discussed in this essay, viewed as case studies, help illuminate the varied goals
of the Woman’s Building’s constituents, and the ways in which art making, as a social
process and as a symbolic framework, both betrayed fractures amongst the Building’s
membership and mediated bonds between Building members, as well as other women

in the wider community.

The Feminist Art Programs at Fresno State and CalArts
The earliest prototype for the feminist art community that developed at the Woman’s
Building was an educational program for young women artists founded at Fresno State
College in 1970. The Fresno Feminist Art Program was the brainchild of Judy Chicago,
whose 1976 autobiography, Through the Flower, describes the profound alienation she

felt as a young woman artist in Los Angeles in the sixties, when nearly all critically and
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Judy Chicago, Pasadena Lifesavers: Red Series #3,1969—1970. Sprayed acrylic lacquer on acrylic, 60" x 60”.

Photograph by Donald Woodman. © Judy Chicago.
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commercially successful artists were men, and the cool, industrial look of Finish Fetish
art dominated the Los Angeles gallery scene.” After graduating from art school at the
University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), Chicago achieved national recognition
exhibiting minimalist, geometrical sculpture made with industrial materials. In retro-
spect, however, Chicago felt that her modest success had been won only at the cost of
abandoning her real artistic interests and suppressing her sense of gender identity.
She subsequently analyzed her defensive response to the male-dominated art world:

In an attempt to compensate for the often uncomprehending
responses [of men], the woman artist tries to prove that she’s as good
as a man. She gains attention by creating work that is extreme in
scale, ambition, or scope....She resists being identified with woman
because to be female is to be an object of contempt. And the brutal
fact is that in the process of fighting for her life, she loses herself.?

Chicago conceived of the Feminist Art Program (FAP) as an “antidote” to her education
at UCLA and the recurring bias she confronted as an emerging artist in the sixties. The
program’s first project, accordingly, was to remodel an off-campus studio space where
Chicago and her fifteen female students could “evaluate themselves and their experi-
ences without defensiveness and male interference.”” In direct opposition to the for-
malist orientation that prevailed at most art schools, Chicago structured her classes
around consciousness-raising sessions. She and her students tackled emotionally-
charged issues including ambition, money, relationships with parents and lovers,
body-image, and sexuality, “going around the room” so that each woman had the op-
portunity to share her experiences and feelings. Consciousness-raising was a way of
brainstorming ideas for artwork; it also encouraged the young women students to
confront their personal situations as part of a larger cultural pattern that could be
analyzed and changed. Program participant Faith Wilding later recalled the process:

As each woman spoke it became apparent that what had seemed to be
purely “personal” experiences were actually shared by all the other
women: we were discovering a common oppression based on our
gender, which was defining our roles and identities as women. In
subsequent group discussions, we analyzed the social and political
mechanisms of this oppression, thus placing our personal histories
into a larger cultural perspective. This was a direct application of the
slogan of 1970s feminism: The personal is political.!

One theme that emerged with disturbing frequency in group discussions was the

prevalence of violence and sexual exploitation in women’s lives. The young artists
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confronted and responded to sexual violence in their artwork. In an early student
performance described in Chicago’s autobiography, for example, a male character
violently extracts “service” from a female figure with a milking machine, and then
drenches her body with the bloody contents of his bucket. Faith Wilding confronted
social attitudes about menstruation in a tableau entitled Sacrifice (1971), in which a wax
etfigy of the artist, heaped with decaying animal intestines, lay before an altar of bloody
feminine hygiene products. One of the first public performances to address the topic
of rape, Ablutions, was created by Chicago, Suzanne Lacy, Sandra Orgel, and Aviva
Rahmani in Los Angeles in 1972, in response to discussions that began at Fresno.
Chicago and her students used art to foster an empowered sense of sexual
identity. Confronting a cultural tradition in which female sexuality is frequently fig-
ured as passive (in “virtuous” women) or else dangerous and shameful (in sexually
assertive women), program participants invented myriad so-called “cunt” artworks,
“vying with each other to come up with images of the female sexual organs by making
paintings, drawings, and constructions of bleeding slits, holes and gashes, boxes,
caves, or exquisite jewel pillows,” and thus reclaiming a derogatory sexual epithet as a
symbol of pride."! Cay Lang, Vanalyne Green, Dori Atlantis, and Susan Boud formed a
performance group, the “Cunt Cheerleaders.” They donned satin cheerleader costumes
and chanted lighthearted and transgressive cheers such as the following, which they
performed for program guest Ti-Grace Atkinson upon her arrival at the Fresno airport:

Split beaver, split beaver, lovely gooey cunts.
Split beaver, split beaver...

We come more than once.

Your cunt is a beauty.

We know you always knew it,

So if you feel like pissing,

Just squat right down and do it!

I hold no pretenses when I pee,

I kiss the earth and the earth kisses me.!

The young artists in FAP also experimented with nontraditional media, including glit-
ter and lace, sewing and crochet-work, costume, performance, and film, thus asserting
the validity of so-called feminine “craft” materials and techniques as art. When the
program relocated from Fresno to the California Institute of the Arts (CalArts), thirty
miles north of Los Angeles, in the fall of 1971, the expanded group’s first project
involved remodeling a dilapidated house near downtown and transforming it into a
series of fantasy environments, entitled Womanhouse. Womanhouse explored women’s
traditional roles in the home with a mixture of love, humor, irony, and rage.
Installations such as the Faith Wilding’s fanciful, crocheted, igloo-shaped shelter,
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nicknamed the Womb Room, as well as the lavish sculpted feast laid out in the collabo-
rative Dining Room, embodied an idealized dream of comfort and intimacy in the home.
A more ambivalent vision of domesticity and family relationships surfaced in the
Nurturant Kitchen, created by Susan Fraser, Vicki Hodgetts, Robin Weltsch, and Wanda
Westcoast, in which molded foam-rubber fried eggs covered the ceiling and marched
down the walls, gradually transmuting into sagging, exhausted breasts. Kathy
Huberland’s Bridal Staircase stood as a stark warning, with a starry-eyed bridal man-
nequin descending blithely toward a drab gray dead end.?

Womanhouse was the first large-scale feminist art exhibition in the United
States, and it inaugurated a new phase in the feminist art movement. The installation
was open to the public for a month, from January 3o through February 28, 1972, and
attracted some ten thousand visitors. To kick off the exhibition, the newly formed
bicoastal women artists’ network, West-East Bag (W.E.B.), held its inaugural conference
there. The national art press and the popular media also gave Womanhouse extensive
coverage, ranging from a film documentary broadcast on public television to stories in
ARTnews and Time magazine."

As the Feminist Art Program emerged from its isolation, the concept of femi-
nist art and the notion of a community based on a shared female identity drew passion-
ate responses. Since the seventies, debate over the significance of so-called “female
imagery” and the true meaning of feminist art has divided feminist critics. One strand
of criticism, which reached a peak in the eighties, holds that the emphasis some early
feminist artists placed on autobiographical subject matter and so-called feminine
media simply reinforces “essentialist” stereotypes; or in the words of art historian
Griselda Pollock: “So long as we discuss women, the family, crafts or whatever else we
have done as feminists we endorse the social given-ness of woman, the family, the sep-
arate sphere.”!® Critics also increasingly voiced skepticism that women with different
socioeconomic backgrounds, racial and ethnic identifications, and sexual orientations
could be reasonably lumped together into an identity-based community, and whether
itwas productive to try do so. Yet it is not accurate to dismiss the feminist artwork of the
seventies as simplistically “essentialist.” The use of alternative media, autobiography,
and performance allowed women artists in the seventies to broach previously
un-speakable topics, and their pioneering activism laid important groundwork for the
critical strategies (and debates) of subsequent feminist theorists and artists, as well as
other political art and identity-based art movements.

A Woman in Public: The Feminist Studio Workshop

and the Grandview Building
The success of Womanhouse and a rising groundswell of feminist art activism in
Los Angeles in the early seventies contributed to a perceived need for a more perma-
nent institutional presence for women artists in Los Angeles. Chicago soon grew
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disillusioned with the situation at CalArts after the feminist art program resumed its
activities on campus and was forced to submit to the administrative supervision of its
host institution. She and two other CalArts faculty members, art historian Arlene
Raven and designer Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, began laying plans for an indepen-
dent women’s art school, the Feminist Studio Workshop (FSW). Initially, they held
informal classes in de Bretteville’s living room. By late 1973, however, they had a large
enough student base to lease a two-story building in downtown Los Angeles, which was
the former Chouinard Art Institute. They shared rent and managerial responsibilities
with Womanspace, a new, cooperative gallery for women artists, and several other fem-
inist organizations and businesses, including the Los Angeles chapter of the National
Organization of Women, the Associated Feminist Press, a branch of Sisterhood Book-
store, and women-operated galleries and performance venues. In addition to Chicago,
de Bretteville, and Raven, several additional instructors joined the Feminist Art
Program staff, including performance artist Suzanne Lacy (who had trained with
Chicago and de Bretteville at Fresno and CalArts), graphic designer Helen Alm Roth,
art historian Ruth Iskin, and writer Deena Metzger.

The Woman’s Building opened on November 28, 1973, at 74.3 South Grandview
Boulevard, two blocks from MacArthur Park, a heavily used downtown recreation area.
Restaurants and small stores, many of them operated by Guatemalans and other Cen-
tral American immigrants, encircled the park, while the surrounding streets combined
apartment buildings and houses with other local businesses. The mostly Spanish-
speaking locals were not especially likely to visit the Woman’s Building, but the park
and surrounding restaurants attracted a mixed group of Angelenos from other parts of
the city. The neighborhood was also familiar to artists and art students, with the Otis
Art Institute situated on the far side of the park, in addition to the historical link with
Chouinard. Inaugural festivities at the Woman’s Building were attended by an estimated
five thousand people, many of them artists and former Chouinard staff and students.!®

A poster advertising the opening of the Woman’s Building, picturing a throng
of spirited young women flocking to the Building’s entrance, embodied the founders’
hope that the organization would function as the hub of a vital women’s community."”
When the FSW inaugurated its full-time degree program at the Woman’s Building,
professors intentionally avoided the hierarchical structure of traditional educational
institutions, instead modeling classes on the consciousness-raising format. Former
student Cheri Gaulke remembers that everyone, including the teacher, sat in a circle,
which struck her as “the ultimate symbol of the Woman’s Building, of feminist process,
that kind of equality.”'® Students were encouraged to pool their skills and resources
with women from other classes, so that writers, painters and printers might work
together on the same project. Some of the initial class assignments involved repairing
and remodeling the building itself, a tradition that Chicago had begun in the feminist

art program at Fresno State and continued at Womanhouse. The group effort of
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Clockwise from top: First meeting of the Feminist
Studio Workshop at Sheila de Bretteville's
living room in Silver Lake, 1973. Photograph by Lilla
Weinberger. © Lilla Weinberger.

Construction of the new space on Spring Street,
1975. Woman's Building Image Archive, Otis College
of Art and Design.

Kathy Huberland, Bridal Staircase, 1972.
Installation, Womanhouse, Los Angeles. © California
Institute of the Arts Archives.
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Sheila de Bretteville hanging up her Pink poster in the streets, 1975. Woman’s Building Image Archive,
Otis College of Art and Design.

constructing their own studio spaces, the collaborative art-making process, and the
pleasures and anxieties of learning about one another in consciousness-raising ses-
sions all helped foster a cohesive and intimate sense of community. As Gaulke explains,
“your personal life was the subject [of your art], or was a part of [it]...You weren’t just
there to develop your creativity, your intellect, but also your emotional self.”?
Building cofounder de Bretteville played an especially important role in de-
fining the Woman’s Building’s public role during this period, promoting the ideal that
feminist art should intervene in the physical and social spaces of the community to cre-
ate a more egalitarian and inclusive society. De Bretteville explained that she “saw the
Building as Woman in public. It’s almost as if the Building was a living creature in my
mind as a woman on the street. And she was going to be...honored...and she would
[bring] the feminine with her into the public realm.”? Seeking to promote social
equality through her artwork, de Bretteville developed design formats that, in her
words, would invite the “participation of the broadest possible audience without the
privileging of power.”? Her mixed-media design, Pink (1974,), for example, produced
for an exhibition at the Whitney Museum in which participants were asked to “say
something about color,” incorporates handwritten comments, photographs and me-

mentos offered by two dozen women of various ages and backgrounds. Invited by
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de Bretteville to consider “what pink meant to them and their vision of women,” con-
tributors offered poignant responses: “Scratch pink and it bleeds.” “Pink is childish.
I'm not pink now.” “The color of pink is used mostly in saying: I Luv You!!!!” “Bazooka
bubble gum that makes your throat sore when you first chew it because it’s so sicken-
ingly sweet.” “The soft inside pink flesh vulnerable.” “I hated pink.”?? Utilizing a grid
format with thirty-six squares, de Bretteville allotted an equal amount of space to each
respondent, purposely leaving several squares empty to encourage museum-goers to
add their own thoughts. She also hung a poster version of the project in various neigh-
borhoods around Los Angeles, inviting passersby to contribute their responses. De
Bretteville implemented a similar non-hierarchical format for her design of the liter-
ary review published by the Woman’s Building, Chrysalis, A Journal of Women's Culture.
Each contributor to the journal had a two-page spread, with open spaces for readers to
contribute their responses or additions to the material published.

In the Feminist Studio Workshop, de Bretteville encouraged her students to
address the connections between the physical and emotional spaces of the city. For one
assignment, students made maps of Los Angeles and indicated the locations where they
felt good or bad, where they felt threatened or supported. Next, they made posters show-
ing how they would make a place in the city different. One student persuaded the Los
Angeles Rapid Transit District bus line to display her posters on buses traversing the city.

In her administrative capacity at the Woman’s Building, de Bretteville facili-
tated various forms of exchange between FSW students, other Building users, and a
broad community of women in Los Angeles and nationwide. Among her first priorities
was the acquisition of a printing press for the FSW, so that students and other Building
participants could self-publish. She also helped initiate a program of continuing edu-
cation classes, thus allowing area women to take classes or to teach them without being
full-time students or faculty. In the spring of 1974, she conceived a series of confer-
ences that brought together participants from across the nation. The first of these con-
ferences, Women in Design (March 20—21), featured nationally known architects, de-
signers, teachers and editors whom de Bretteville invited to open a national dialogue
on feminist strategies among women who “work in public, visual and physical forms.”
Writers Deena Metzger, Holly Prado, and Deborah Rosenfeld organized a conference
for women writers, Women and Words (March 22—23), which brought together lumi-
naries including Kate Millett, Jill Johnston, Meridel Le Sueur, and Carolyn See, and
resulted in an ongoing national writers series funded by a grant from the National
Endowment for the Arts. The Performance Conference (March 24—27; organized by
Suzanne Lacy, Ellen Ledley, Candace Compton, Roxanne Hanna, Signe Dowse, and
Nancy Buchanan) featured workshops and performances by emerging and nationally
known artists, including Joan Jonas, Pauline Oliveros, Barbara Smith, and Bonnie
Sherk, among many others, and established the Woman’s Building as an international

center of women’s performance art. Attended by hundreds of people, these events
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raised the Woman’s Building’s public profile and helped establish professional and
personal networks that persisted long after the conferences ended.?

Suzanne Lacy, a conceptual performance artist and FSW instructor, expanded
de Bretteville’s model of audience collaboration to create large-scale “performance
structures” designed to intervene in the physical and institutional spaces of the city.
Lacy has also cited Allan Kaprow, who taught at CalArts in the seventies, as a significant
intellectual forebear for his idea that “everyday” actions and “happenings” could be
art.?* While she was at the Woman’s Building, Lacy collaborated with Leslie Labowitz to
found Ariadne: A Social Art Network, bringing together a broad atfiliation of women in
the arts, media, government, and the feminist community to create major collaborative
artworks addressing specific social issues. For example, in Three Weeks in May, denot-
ing the three-week period in 1977 during which the event unfolded, Lacy persuaded the
Los Angeles Police Department to release statistics on the occurrence of reported
rapes, a subject that was generally kept secret from the public. The visual centerpiece
of the project was a pair of twenty-five-foot maps of Los Angeles mounted in the busy
City Hall shopping mall. The first map recorded daily rape reports. For each rape des-
ignated in red, Lacy added nine fainter pink “echoes” representing the estimated nine
in ten rapes that go unreported. The second map listed resources, including telephone
hotlines, hospital emergency rooms and counseling centers, that offered services for
women who had been raped. Lacy enlisted the participation of the city police, the news
media, local politicians, and other artists, staging more than thirty events over the
course of the project, including a press conference, self-defense workshops, a rape
“speak-out,” and a series of art exhibitions and performances.?

Lacy next collaborated with Labowitz and writer Bia Lowe to create In Mourning
and In Rage, in December of 1977. Troubled by the sensationalized news coverage of a
series of brutal rape-murders by the so-called “Hillside Strangler,” Labowitz and Lacy
staged a performance protesting the murders and the media’s sensationalist practices,
while simultaneously exploiting the public information system to broadcast the event
on television and in the newspaper. The performance began at the steps of City Hall
with the arrival of a hearse and accompanying motorcade. Nine monumental mourning
figures, one for each murdered woman, emerged to confront the audience, draped in
black from head to toe. By obscuring the performers’ faces, paradoxically, the artists
symbolically restored a sense of dignity to the murdered women. While the press had
published photographs and titillating details about the personal lives of the victims,
several of whom were prostitutes, their draped surrogates, in their very sameness and
iconic generality, highlighted the women’s shared humanity. Staged as a media event
for politicians and reporters, the performance was designed, as Lacy has recounted,
“as a series of thirty-second shots that, when strung together in a two-to-four minute
news clip, would tell the story we wanted told.”2¢ The performance led to several public
policy changes, including city sponsorship of free self-defense training for women and

the publication of rape hotline numbers by the telephone company.
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Workshop in Motion and Improvisation at the Performance Conference, March 25-28, 1978, at the
Woman'’s Building, Woman’s Building Image Archive, Otis College of Art and Design.

Performance art, as it was developed by Lacy and many others at the Woman'’s
Building, became a powerful tool for activism, for confronting stereotypes and effect-
ing symbolic self-transformations, and, perhaps most importantly, for establishing a
sense of community among women. Performance groups based at the Building took
their work into a variety of public venues around the city. Calling themselves The
Waitresses, for example, Jerri Allyn, Leslie Belt, Anne Gauldin, Patti Nicklaus, Jamie
Wildman-Webber, and Denise Yarfitz staged guerrilla events in restaurants and other
public spaces, employing satire to dramatize and critique women’s traditional service
roles. One of their featured characters was the Waitress Goddess Diana, who wore a
soft-sculpture costume with a dozen cascading breasts. Another character, Wonder
Waitress, came to the aid of harried restaurant workers, confronting impatient cus-
tomers and intervening with nasty employers. Feminist Studio Workshop graduates
Nancy Angelo, Candace Compton (later replaced by Vanalyne Green), Cheri Gaulke,
and Laurel Klick founded the Feminist Art Workers performance group in 1976, and
embarked on a cross-country road-trip the following year as self-styled missionaries
of feminist education. Their performances in community centers, universities, and
coffee houses, usually conducted in exchange for food or on the basis of “sliding-scale”
audience contributions, highlighted the group’s infectious sense of camaraderie.”
These and other activist performance groups founded in the seventies were the
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precursors of contemporary activist groups such as the Guerrilla Girls and the
Women'’s Action Coalition (WAC).

The reinvention of performance art as a political statement and as a tool for
community building was one of the most important legacies of the Los Angeles Woman’s
Building. Steven Durland, former editor of High Performance magazine, considers the
performance work done by Chicago, Lacy, Labowitz, and others at the Woman’s Building
the best artwork produced during the seventies, and credits it with giving new life to the

performance idiom:

Not only did they take the form and politicize it, but they [oriented it
toward] autobiography. Now that’s used by artists from cultures out-
side the mainstream for self- and group-affirmation. It’s a way of let-
ting people know that they aren’t alone. ... In performance art, most of
what had come before was formal experimentation. Had feminist art

not come along, the form would probably have died a natural death.?

The feminist performance art of the seventies gave rise to many of the strategies de-
veloped more broadly by artists in the eighties, including autobiography, political
activism, the transformation of self through multiple personae, and the appropriation

and critique of mainstream culture.?

A Building of One’s Own: Separatism and the Spring Street Building
De Bretteville’s vision of the Woman’s Building as a “woman in the street,” as com-
pelling as it was, did not meet the needs of some of the women who came to the Building
in search of community. Many young women who enrolled in the FSW or attended
other events at the Building yearned to create a safe, supportive “family.” They pre-
ferred to distance themselves from the larger community, having experienced their
families of origin, their schools, workplaces, or neighborhoods as hostile environ-
ments. De Bretteville recalls making the startling realization that her vision was com-
pletely at odds with what many of her students wanted: “I had all these notions about
what the Woman’s Building was, which in many ways was about women in public. And
then when I got there and created it and was with these women, I saw that what they
wanted was a private place ... the women came for a home.”%0

The split between those who envisioned the Woman’s Building as a beacon for
the public and those who saw it as a safe haven came to a head in 1975, when Chouinard
decided to sell the Grandview Building, and the Woman’s Building was forced to relo-
cate. De Bretteville hoped to find another downtown location that would be spacious
enough to accommodate a broad range of activities. Other women lobbied for a smaller
space in a more remote location near the beach or in the country. Chicago located a
second story space in Pasadena, a small city at the northeast edge of Los Angeles, that
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Val's Café, 3rd floor of the Woman's Building at Spring Street location, neon sign by Lili Lakich, 1977. Woman’s Building

Image Archive, Otis College of Art and Design.

the group gave serious consideration. Ultimately, however, de Bretteville held out for a
large building in downtown Los Angeles, and in the summer of 1975 the FSW and other
Woman’s Building tenants moved to 1727 North Spring Street.*!

Paradoxically, the ambitious decision to lease the largest and most centrally
located building possible for the Woman’s Building probably contributed over the long
run to the organization’s increasing isolation. The only large downtown building the
organization could afford was located in an industrial district that lacked the lively
neighborhood atmosphere of the original Grandview location, even though it was just
a few miles away. Next to the railroad tracks and the nearly dry Los Angeles River, the
Woman’s Building now shared quarters with windowless warehouses and a few scat-
tered manufacturing plants. Many of the non-art tenants were forced to leave for want
of foot traffic. The FSW and its extension program persisted as the key residents of the
Woman’s Building. Members also ran a gallery program, an Annual Women Writers
Series, the Women’s Graphic Center, and the Los Angeles Women’s Video Center. At
various times during its years on Spring Street, the Building housed a bookstore, a
thrift store, a café, and the offices of Chrysalis and Women Against Violence Against
Women.?? Nevertheless, the Building held a less visible position in the non-feminist,
non-art Los Angeles community than it had at the Grandview Building.
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The wish to create a safe, supportive haven at the Woman’s Building also
sometimes outweighed the desire to take an activist role in public during this period.
For leshian women at the Building, in particular, the notion of community often meant
something different than it did for heterosexual women. Straight women more often
tended to move in and out of the Woman’s Building community, devoting time to their
families, boyfriends, and other community involvements during their time away from
school or work at the Building. For many lesbian members, on the other hand, the
Building provided an all-encompassing social network. Cheri Gaulke, who entered the
FSW as a self-identified heterosexual and came out as a leshian three years later,
remembers that “the community of women around the Woman'’s Building...became my
spiritual community, my emotional community, my political community. It became
everything to me.”* Terry Wolverton, another graduate of the FSW, who later served as
an administrator at the Building, concurs that “the need for reflection and support was
a hugely motivating factor [and] often involved leaving behind old bonds. .. .Hetero-
sexual women had more expectation of crossing back and forth over those borders. For
lesbians there was less desire or possibility of slipping back and forth.”3* To identify
with the lesbian community at the Woman’s Building often meant risking the disap-
proval or outright rejection of one’s family and previous social circle.

The feminist art programs at Fresno State, CalArts, and the FSW had always
included many lesbian participants, but lesbian issues did not develop into a central
focus of discussion at the Woman'’s Building until the late seventies. In 1977, cofounder
Arlene Raven, who also codirected the Center for Art Historical Studies with Ruth
Iskin, invited artists who thought their artwork might contain lesbian content to a
series of discussions that resulted in the formation of the Natalie Barney Collective.®
The collective then undertook the Lesbian Art Project in order to “discover, explore
[and] create lesbian culture, art, and sensibility; make visible the contributions of les-
bians to feminist human culture; [and] create a context for that work to be under-
stood.”3¢ Events sponsored by the Lesbian Art Project included consciousness-raising
groups, a “gay-straight dialogue” at the Woman’s Building, gallery exhibitions of art-
work by lesbians, a videotaped dialogue among lesbian artists, open houses, salons,
performances, and a series of social events including a lesbian fashion show and sev-
eral all-women dances.?” After the Natalie Barney Collective disbanded, several new
projects focused on lesbian identity and issues emerged. The Lesbian Creators Series,
initiated by Raven, brought lesbian artists to speak at the Woman’s Building. Terry
Wolverton organized a long-term performance project titled An Oral Herstory of Les-
bianism. The Oral Herstory project began as a series of discussion sessions structured
around consciousness-raising and journal writing. It culminated in a performance
featuring more than a dozen vignettes addressing the tremendous diversity of lesbian
experience, as well as the shared struggles faced by leshian women.

Another performance that grew out of the Lesbian Art Project, FEMINA: An
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IntraSpace Voyage (1978), sheds light on the sense of vertigo many women felt upon
claiming a place in the leshian community at the Woman'’s Building, a decision that
often meant leaving behind old ties, perhaps forever. Based on a science fiction story
by Terry Wolverton, the performance incorporated dance, song, and personal stories
shared by each performer to dramatize the departure and journey of a group of women
who determine to leave earth for a distant, unexplored destination: FEMINA. For the
characters, life as they know it has become physically and emotionally untenable; the
voyagers are haunted by visions of apocalyptic wars and earthquakes, manifesting “the
voice of destruction [that] shrieks like some terrible monster at the way we choose to
love...our art...our voices, our bodies.”3® Despite the suffering they have endured on
earth, however, it is painful and frightening to turn away from the past. Mustering their
courage for the journey, the women ritualistically “bid goodbye to everything and
everyone they have ever known,” even “the selves they have been on earth.”*’ Lingering
over the things they will miss most, one performer poignantly laments the loss of “the
touch of [her] mother’s hand...the sound of rain...the laughter of children.”*

Wolverton explained in a press release that FEMINA was “not about build[ing]
an enormous piece of hardware and blast[ing] off,” in contrast to the popular, futur-
istic Hollywood films of the day, such as 2001, Star Wars, and Close Encounters of the
Third Kind. Instead, by “[wlorking on FEMINA, [the performers] learned that the
Universe is not separate from our selves, our own bodies.”* The symbolic journey to
FEMINA functioned as a metaphor for the performers’ collective undertaking to con-
struct a new community and a new sense of identity. During the development of the
performance, Wolverton encouraged the participants to suspend disbelief and to
embrace their imminent departure, as far as possible, as a physical and psychological
reality. The force of their collective fantasy shook some FEMINA participants so pro-
foundly that they actually decided to leave the project, too frightened to continue. One
woman wrote an apology to Wolverton, “I know no other way to explain it except that I
am scared. I am on such shaky ground here in L.A. and I cannot disrupt the existence
I've created for myself so far.”*? Another tearfully informed Wolverton that she had to
finish school and therefore couldn’t leave earth for FEMINA.

Although these emotionally extreme responses may seem irrational from our
present perspective, they provide insight into the life-altering impact the Woman's
Building community had for many women. Gaulke remembers feeling a similar sense
of instability, even fear, during her earliest months there. For her performance in An
Oral Herstory of Lesbianism (1979), Gaulke recounted the story of her first visit to the
Building in the summer of 1977. At that time, she still identified herself as a hetero-
sexual. She had cut her hair very short, she explained, as

part of my sort of radical identity. And I remember I walked into the

Woman'’s Building and there were all these women with...very, very
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The future is closer than vou think

FEMINA

A FEMINIST SCIENCE FICTION THEATER EXPLORATION
directed by Amn Shannon and  Terry Wolverton

june 2,4,9 10 8:30pm

Ihe Woman's Building, 1727 N. Spring St. in downtown Los Angs

S4.00 Call 221-6162 for reservations

be seated after the perform

Bia Lowe, poster for FEMINA: An Intraspace Voyage, 1978. Silkscreen. © Bia Lowe.
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short hair, like shaved heads like me.... And I freaked out because...
I recognized something that was very scary, that I'd sort of been flirt-
ing with but hadn’t realized in a conscious way. So I immediately
went back to Minneapolis, grew my hair, died it red...[and] took back
the feminine persona again.”*

Despite her apprehension, Gaulke enrolled in the FSW in the fall. Her fears resurfaced
on the first day of classes:

I remember the very first. . .thing we did when we got in this big
room of about 50 women in a circle, you were supposed to turn to
the woman next to you and share some story, or something that
happened to you before you came. And I remember thinking that
the woman next to me was insane. [ was absolutely terrified and I
thought she was, like, an ax murderer. .. .I still know her and she—
I think she’s a nice person now. But there was something about this
new environment. ..[t]here was an unleashing of self that was just

absolutely terrifying.*

By fostering a sense of community among women artists, feminists and lesbians, the
Woman’s Building lent women the strength to develop aspects of their identity that
were condemned or denied by mainstream society.

Seeking to assert a positive image of lesbian identity and to increase the public
visibility of lesbian artists, in 1980 the Woman’s Building sponsored a series of exhibi-
tions in collaboration with the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center under the
umbrella title, “The Great American Lesbian Art Show” (GALAS).*5 The series had a
tripartite structure, including an invitational exhibition in Los Angeles honoring ten
acclaimed lesbian artists, a national network that facilitated local lesbian art shows in
cities across the nation, and a slide registry to document the artwork exhibited in the
national GALAS network.* In addition to the invitational exhibition, events in Los
Angeles included eight regional shows and a number of performances, film screenings,
poetry readings, and a lesbian graphics show. The whole project was oriented toward
helping lesbians, especially lesbian artists, forge a sense of connection within a large,
creative community.

Although a few writers had assayed a theoretical approach to the issue, there
was no clear consensus about what “lesbian art” might look like.*” The work included
in the invitational exhibition ranged from minimalist abstraction to explicit photo-
graphs of women'’s genitals and women making love. (The representations of female
genitalia drew the most criticism from the mainstream press.)*® Yet the artists

concurred that the art-making process played a crucial role in establishing a sense of
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personal and sexual identity. As Harmony Hammond described the connection
between her artwork and her inner life in a catalog statement about her wrapped ovoid
sculptures: “To make art that has meaning, it is essential to make art that is honest....
[1]t is essential that I do not cut off any part of myself.... I came out through my art and
the feminist movement. That is, the work gave form to my lesbian feelings as it gives
form to all my feelings and ideas.”*

“The Great American Lesbian Art Show” offered one of the first visible dem-
onstrations of widespread support and solidarity amongst lesbians, and especially les-
bian artists, in an otherwise largely hostile society. There were many risks involved in
staging the exhibition, for artist-participants and viewers alike.** A poignant statement

in the GALAS Guidebook, “We Are Everywhere,” reminds readers:

It is vital to remember that for each one of us present, there are hun-
dreds of lesbians who have not identified themselves, or who have
chosen not to live publicly as lesbians. Their reasons may be rooted
in fear of personal or social consequences, or perhaps even igno-
rance of the options that exist for alesbian lifestyle. It is our hope that
the word of the GALAS project will reach these women, that their
lives will be touched by the proud affirmations expressed in lesbian

creative work.5!

At the Horizon of Identity Politics:

Feminist Identities, Feminist Communities
The Woman’s Building faced many new challenges during its second decade. Feminist
theory and activism in the eighties increasingly emphasized the differences among
women, especially in regard to issues of race, class, and sexual orientation. Although
administrators at the Woman'’s Building worked to implement programming aimed at
a diverse group of women, the organization faced criticism for failing to address the
concerns of some women in the community, especially women of color. Indeed, the
very notion of a community based on a supposedly common female identity came into
question during this period.”? Additionally, the destabilizing effects of criticism from
the political left was compounded by blows from the political right. Under the admin-
istration of President Reagan, who took office in 1980, federal funding for the arts was
cut drastically, and as a result the Woman'’s Building lost an important source of finan-
cial revenue. Shifting political and economic trends also had a devastating effect on the
FSW, which ceased full-time operations in 1981 due to falling enrollments. As
Wolverton assessed the mood in the eighties, “Suddenly, if women were going back to
school, they were going into MBA programs, not into experimental feminist art pro-
grams. In the seventies, there was a certain ease in choosing a marginalized stance. In

the eighties, there was the feeling that you wouldn't survive.”%
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By 1981, the three co-founders of the Woman’s Building had ceased full-time
involvement with the Building, and a second generation of leaders, including Wolver-
ton, Gaulke, and Sue Maberry, all of whom had studied with the original core faculty in
the FSW, took over the task of professionalizing the Woman’s Building to meet the
challenge of survival in the eighties. Maberry devised a strategy to develop a profitable
typesetting and design business at the Women’s Graphic Center, making use of the last
part of a substantial government grant to purchase type and a letterpress. After complet-
ing a professional fundraising training program, Wolverton took on the task of extend-
ing the Building’s base of support to include corporations and professional women,
some of whom might previously have felt alienated by the Building’s radical image.

Many of the most dedicated members who worked to keep the Woman’s
Building afloat during the inhospitable backlash years of the eighties were lesbian
women. As lesbians played an increasingly important role at the Building, gay women
and straight women jockeyed for control of informal social policy as well as event
programming. Both lesbians and straight women felt alienated at times. In the early
years of the FSW, before lesbian-oriented groups began to organize, gay women in
particular often felt outnumbered and unacknowledged. As the leshian presence at the
Woman’s Building became increasingly politicized, conversely, heterosexual women
sometimes felt unwelcome. Lesbian members feared that straight members weren'’t as
committed to the survival of the Building as they were. There were also disputes over
guidelines for social behavior at the Building. For example, could heterosexual women
bring their husbands and boyfriends to Building events, or would that impinge on oth-
ers’ wishes to maintain a female-oriented environment? Was it acceptable for leshian
lovers to kiss in public, or would that discourage walk-in visitors to the Building?°*
Throughout the history of the Woman’s Building, nevertheless, there were sizable con-
stituencies of both straight and lesbian women, and a sufficient balance of power that
problems could be addressed from within the community.

Women of color, on the other hand, always occupied a minority position at the
Woman’s Building. Feminists from outside the Building staged an organized challenge
to white women’s dominance there, in 1980, when the activist group Lesbians of Color
confronted the planning committee of “The Great American Lesbian Art Show.” Rep-
resentatives of the group voiced concern that all six members of the GALAS planning
committee were European-American, and that their publicity network did not extend
beyond the white community. In response to these criticisms, the GALAS collective
expanded its existing outreach to minority women’s groups and also reserved two exhi-
bition spaces in East Los Angeles and South-Central Los Angeles, in order “to provide
Black lesbians and Latina lesbians an opportunity to exhibit their art work in their own
communities, as part of the GALAS regional network.”> The GALAS invitational
exhibition at the Woman'’s Building, which showcased the art of ten lesbian artist “role
models,” ultimately included work by one African-American artist, Lula Mae Blocton,

and one Latina, Gloria Longval.
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After GALAS closed, members of the Woman’s Building adopted a number of
strategies aimed at improving race relations and making the organization a more mul-
ticultural institution.> Wolverton, who had co-coordinated the GALAS committee’s
efforts to develop better networks with women of color, initiated a “white women’s
anti-racism” consciousness-raising group, partly in response to complaints by women
of color that they were tired of trying to help white women overcome their racism. The
Building increased its sponsorship of exhibitions, writing workshops, and other events
featuring work by women of color, as well as emphasizing cultural exchange. The 1986
“Cross-Pollination” exhibition, for example, included the work of local artists Carol
Chen, Michelle Clinton, Sylvia Delgado, Nelvatha Dunbar, Diane Gamboa, Cyndi Kahn,
Linda Lopez, Linda Nishio, May Sun, Mari Umekubo, Patssi Valdez, and Linda Vallejo,
as well as artists from other parts of the nation and the world, and was particularly suc-
cessful in attracting a broad audience and boosting the careers of several emerging
artists.’” Despite successful efforts to showcase work by artists and writers of diverse
ethnic backgrounds, however, there is no evidence that Woman'’s Building member-
ship among women of color increased substantially during this period. Another strat-
egy for increasing ethnic diversity at the Building involved hiring women of color for
various staff positions. This approach often backfired, as the new employees found
themselves in the demeaning position of carrying out the vision of longtime members
(most of whom were white), without holding much autonomous power.

The history of race relations at the Woman'’s Building is complex and some-
times difficult to assess. Women of color constituted a small but significant portion of
the Woman’s Building’s membership from the beginning, and many more participated
in events at the Building but did not become members. Many white feminists, addi-
tionally, considered the fight against racism an important aspect of the feminist cause.
Yet women of color often reported deep ambivalence about their experiences at the
Woman’s Building (and in relation to the women’s movement more generally). For
example, as the only Asian-American participant in the Oral Herstory of Lesbianism,
Christine Wong used her performance, Yellow Queer, to address the discomfort she felt
with white feminists, who viewed her as a novelty and an icon: “I was the first Yellow
Queer most of these girls had ever seen/So they had to like me/because I was the only
one they had.” Nevertheless, the experience of participating in the performance was
“one of the most incredible processes,” according to Wong, who credited the project
with giving her “the support [she] needed to acknowledge [her] ancestry.”5®

The May 1980 issue of the Woman’s Building newsletter, Spinning Off, ad-
dressed “Racism in the (White) Women’s Movement.” The special issue gives voice to
the experience of women of color at the Woman’s Building, who sometimes faced
patronizing assumptions on the part of white feminists about what others should do
or believe “for their own good.” In an essay calling for women of color to “Confront
white feminists,” for example, Arlene Inouye-Matsuo argues that European-American
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feminists’ ignorance of cultural differences often fosters a false sense of superiority:
Asian women [working with white feminists],” she writes, “have expressed feelings
about being perceived as young, naive little sisters who lack maturity and sophistica-
tion and therefore do not have to be taken seriously. Although Asian women are gener-
ally less verbal and tend to avoid conflict, these racist attitudes are not justified.”

The Comision Feminil Mexicana, a Mexican-American feminist group that
was invited to submit a statement to the newsletter, likewise stressed the barriers
imposed by insensitivity to differences in class, race, and religious background:

One of the problems about the term feminism is that it’s been so
associated with the Anglo community that anyone that doesn’t meet
their criteria, whatever that is, gets left out. If you look at the early :
woman’s movement, Anglo women were demanding. . .to get out of . N ? B 1 A s _.‘J g T ho gl tetrge

the house. . .or equal pay and access to executive positions. Most of : : - 1Y b D : s *,v:, h_*_”w"
our women are heads of household demanding jobs, period.... When ; s

we talk about abortion or sterilization, our perspective is again dif-
ferent this time because of our religious upbringing. Because people
don’t look at that we get told we are not feminist. We get neglected.®

Summing up the position of many, Betty Gilmore expressed the need “to see Third
World women at the Building. ..in important roles. . .treated with the respect they do
not often receive.”®

The precarious financial situation of the Woman’s Building throughout the
eighties presented an additional source of instability. In the late seventies, a downtown
artists’ district had appeared to be on the rise, but the scene fizzled out in the eighties,
some say because of a lack of sustained commitment on the part of the city’s
Community Redevelopment Agency. The defunct Los Angeles Theatre Center, for ex-
ample, had been intended as the centerpiece of a gentrified Spring Street, a vision that
never materialized. Many small theaters and arts spaces, including High Performance
magazine, the Factory Place, Boyd Street Theaters, and Wallenboyd, either relocated or
ceased operations during the eighties. Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions, which
opened in 1978, remained one of the few alternative performance venues in Los
Angeles, although it moved to Hollywood in the early nineties.®

Faced with a political backlash against alternative cultural institutions and
drastically reduced government funding, the staff of the Woman’s Building struggled
to develop a business model that could generate corporate and individual revenues
without compromising the organization’s integrity. The Building leadership proved
remarkably resourceful in this regard. The Women’s Graphic Center, with Maberry
serving as business manager and Susan King as artistic director, provided an especially

important financial foundation for the Woman’s Building during its second decade,
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Nelvatha Dunbar, 1986. Poster from the “Cross Pollination” project exhibited at Bridge Gallery, Los Angeles
City Hall, 1986. Woman's Building Image Archive, Otis College of Art and Design.

generating revenue from typesetting and design services commissioned by various
women'’s groups, museums, galleries, and local businesses. The Graphic Center also
served a vital community-building function in the Building, the neighborhood, and the
city, proving a popular resource for local artists and amateur designers. Groups of local
schoolchildren, for example, were invited to develop their design skills there, and
many of these children returned year after year, developing ongoing relationships with
project leader Gaulke and others. Among the most successful community activities
generated by the Women’s Graphic Genter was Gaulke’s “Postcard Project,” funded for
three consecutive years (1985—88) by the California Arts Council, which enabled non-
artist participants to learn the skills to design and print a postcard featuring a personal
heroine or role model. During the final year of the project, several participants also
designed posters that were displayed on city buses. The festive and elegant Vesta
Awards, produced by Wolverton and members of the Woman's Building Board of

Directors to honor women for their achievements in the arts, also became a popular
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community event that attracted generous donations from individuals and corporate
sponsors. By the mid-eighties, the Woman’s Building had recovered substantially from
the loss of the FSW in 1981 and a membership low of two hundred, gradually adding
classes, exhibitions and other programming, and rebuilding membership to more than
six hundred in 1985.

The recovery proved temporary, however. The computer revolution and the
advent of computer-generated design dealt the Woman’s Building a major financial
blow, forcing the Women’s Graphic Center out of business in 1987. A growing divide
between the few dedicated member/administrators struggling to keep the institution
afloat, and the board of directors, who were removed from day-to-day operations, also
took a toll. Finally, the Building was partly a victim of its own substantial success in
generating institutional support for women artists in the art establishment. With
increasing opportunities in the wider art world, young women artists in the eighties
became increasingly hesitant to associate with an institution they feared might appear
to confer upon them a marginalized status. Unable to come clear of its financial diffi-
culties, and with no clear consensus about its operating philosophy, the Woman’s
Building closed its doors in July of 1991. As Gaulke reviewed the status of the feminist
art movement in 1991, shortly after the Building closed, she stated, “There [was] a real
crisis in determining what the feminist art strategy [was]. ... In deciding to close the
public space, the board acknowledged that we don’t know....” ¢

The Woman’s Building made an indelible mark on the city, as well as the
global art scene, during its eighteen years in downtown Los Angeles. The Building
largely achieved its institutional goals, “to raise consciousness, to create dialogue,
and to transform culture,” as Arlene Raven legendarily formulated them. The Woman’s
Building provided a physical and social framework where artists and other women
found the intellectual and emotional support to redefine their sense of identity, analyz-
ing and challenging the dominant culture’s often derogatory and exploitive images of
women. From this supportive base, women at the Woman’s Building intervened in the
city’s institutional machinery, including the popular media, as well as the art-world
infrastructure, to help create a more democratic and more humane urban community.

Los Angeles is poorer for its loss.
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