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Abstract 

Can the female feel at home in nature, myth and on screen, realms where she is so often laid to 

rest? Pictures in an Exhibition is a pastiche that exposes popular culture and art historical tropes in 

which ambiguous signifiers have become lost in a chain of referents. An installation of videos 

documents durational performancesðfilmed, edited and performed by the artist unaccompaniedðthat 

are humorous, satirical, aesthetic, historical, philosophical and psychological.  Making simultaneous 

reference to art history, mass media, literature and mythology, Pictures in an Exhibition exposes the 

conflicted condition of a postfeminist 'self' striving to arrive at an exhibition of subjectivity.   
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INTRODUCTION: Exhibition 

Pictures in an Exhibition is an installation of digital video works that mimics an exhibition of 

paintings in a traditional museum setting.  In a cheeky play on words, the works present an 

óexhibitionô in the act of exposing either a womanôs ópartsô or stereotypical representations.  In each 

moving picture, the artist performs an action or narrative set in a natural environment that references 

a specific art historical trope or genre.  Surveying the gallery space, six pictures are visible.  The 

first, red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet (hereafter red carpet) is featured on the wall 

facing the entrance of the gallery.  Referencing cinematic widescreen, the video image is projected 

onto a grey wall extending to the floor: an invitation for the viewer to visually walk into the scene.   

This large projection is flanked on either side wall by two smaller video projections measuring 152.4 

by 277cm each.  Fragonardôs swing; Miss La La; hung out to dry and white on white; marrying the 

wind; runaway bride are projected onto raised panels and in this way reference the traditional canvas 

frame: a window view.  Along the back wall there are three video monitors displaying three video 

loops. The first of these is Leda and the Swan; pool toy; plastic pornography, the second, lost; 

Stella; looking glass(es), and finally, Sisyphus yogi; Renaissance woman; somersault.  Bringing 

attention to the television screen, these videos are fully contained within their ómonitoredô frame.   

A soundscape permeates the space.  Discordant choral harmonies and manipulated bird songs 

wash under melodies reminiscent of a Disneyesque dream gone awry, creating a disconcerting yet 

comic concerto that merges the subtle horror of the psychological thriller with a nature documentary.  

All the vocals and sounds are sung, recorded and edited by the artist; she is singing to reassure 

herself on her masquerade through the untrustworthy image.  Like in many fairy tales, the starlet 

ówhistles a happy tuneô but the tune sounds manic rather than cheerful through its overdubbing.  The 

soundtrack suggests an ominous tone; something seems amiss.  
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A number of elements at play in Pictures will be expounded upon in this paper.  Each theme 

will be explored in relation to a specific video: formal and physical descriptions will be coupled with 

a more in-depth theoretical analysis.   The theory will build cumulatively as each video is examined 

from multiple perspectives.  These analyses will be rooted in the disciplines of media studies, art 

history, philosophy, behavioural studies, and feminist discourse, as well as in personal experience.   

The structure of the paper will, in this way, reflect the broader aim of the exhibition: to unveil the 

contingent reading of representation within the postmodern exhibition space.  

There is a self-awareness in Pictures as existing within the framework of a rich, yet problematic 

history and in the context of the gallery space itself, two givens that postmodern work can no longer 

escape. The performances are also being played back on a variety of screens, making it important to 

touch on the óreality problematicô imbedded in the mediated, virtual space.
1
   The social setting can 

also not be ignored.  Consequently, the cultural and mass media environment that has formed the 

identity of the authorðas performing subjectðwill be investigated as well.   

The performance-for-video medium makes it necessary to consider the theory surrounding 

feminist video and performance art of the 1960s, a discourse still relevant today.  Performance and 

video work allowed for a female perspective that had an affective immediacy and a truthful bodily 

presence.  This was a perspectiveðan embodied and gendered visualityðthat had, up to that point, 

been largely denied and muffled.  Artists such as Yoko Ono, Marina Abramovic, Maya Deren, 

Martha Rosler, and many others forged a path that made possible experimentations by, and 

recognition of, women in various disciplines.  The temporality inherent in performance and videoð

shifting the focus from object based to experientially situated formðset into motion a conversation 

about the efficacy of art.  Art was examined as historical monument, as social and political testament 

and as contextualized idea and sign.  This conversation pointed to another advantage of working in 

new time-based media as it was not mired in and weighed down by the male-dominated 
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iconographic history of painting.  My play on landscape painting, the gendered scene, and the 

modern male spectator in particular articulate my investigation of this history.   

It is in this playful mixing of references that Pictures questions but also pays homage to our 

expectations of tropes, myth, and representations and their signifiers. In his introduction to Art in 

Mind, Ernst van Alphen wrote ñas a frame-up, art exposes history [é] art has made interventions in 

thinking, imagining, and representing such key aspects of human existence as individuality, identity, 

and space.  Each of these issues is of major relevance for cultural lifeò (xvi).  In reframing, it also 

has agency and presents new ways of defining our cultural meaning.  It is my hope that Pictures will 

continue a dialogue about the representation of the female subjectðwomen who are caught in a 

sticky web of mythology that defines their every move.
2
  Pictures in an Exhibition exposes three 

distinct postmodern conditions: the óselfô adrift in a sea of signification; the female óselfô feeling 

detached from reality and situated within a mythologized and scripted narrative; and the postfeminist 

óselfô lost in the screen. 

 

Figure 1. red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet. Video still 



4 
 

EXHIBIT ONE:  red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet 

 On entering the gallery, the viewer encounters a long, plush, yet somewhat haggard looking 

red carpet.  The carpet leads into and continues through a video projection of a landscape.  Here, the 

gaze falls on a female figure, the artist herself; dressed óto the ninesô in a glittery long black gown, 

with an up-do, long feather earrings, and shiny three-inch black heels, she is teetering down the 

length of the carpet (fig. 1).  Disappearing in the distance as the camera fades out, the figure 

reappears in the foreground of a new setting and a new scene begins.  The fade-in and fade-out of 

the scenes echo the action of a curtain being dropped on the óactô.  In this brief intermission, the 

illusion is disrupted and the viewerôs attention is brought momentarily to the blank screen.   

      Her back always facing the viewer, our heroine refuses personal identification and instead 

exemplifies type.  Awkwardly balancing on the artifice of the carpet, yet stoically óstrutting her 

stuffô, she confronts the natural obstacles encountered.  Always staying to the symbolic óstraight and 

narrowô, we witness her tripping over uneven surfaces, navigating through trees and dense 

bulrushes, plunging through a river crossing, confronting high winds, maintaining equilibrium on a 

carpeted log, baring skin bitten by snow and ice, careening down a deep snowy slope, and mounting 

sand dunes (fig. 2 and  fig. 3).  The scenes follow the flow of the seasons.  Beginning in a green 

summer field, the figure travels through lush forests, dried-out grasses, changing leaves, first 

snowfall, snow drifts, spring flowers and the sands of summer.  Finally, following the carpet into a 

sea of water, we watch as a wave crests over the top of our tragic heroineôs head (see fig. 24).  She is 

gone, but only momentarily as the loop begins anew and our heroine is seen once again traversing a 

vast green field cut deeply by the slice of luxurious red. 

The red carpet is imbued with pop culture and mythological meanings.  In a literal sense, there 

is a gesture of carpeting over nature.  In ancient mythology the red carpet was seen as a godly luxury 

separating the mortal, lowly earth from the tread of the gods.   In the earliest known reference, the 
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play Agamemnon by Aeschylus (458 B.C.), Agamemnon arrives home victorious from the battle of 

Troy.  He is hesitant to walk on the tapestries laid out by his wife Clytemnestra claiming that only 

gods tread on such extravagances.
3
  However, Agamemnon relents to the arguments of his wife, 

removes his shoes and walks upon the tapestries.  Through this act he is foreshadowing the 

gruesome fate that is to befall him.  In our current celebrity culture we no longer heed the same 

warningsðthe danger inherent in acting as godsðand stars are honoured much as the gods were in 

ancient Greece.  They parade past hoards of shouting idolaters and are frozen for posterity in the 

twinkling flash of the cameras.  We are so accustomed to seeing celebrities walking the red carpet at 

award shows and premieres that the presentation of manufactured personas in highly controlled 

snap-shot moments does not feel odd or contrived.  The expectation is subverted in red carpet where 

an unidentified woman is walking away from us, rather than presenting herself to us. The viewer 

remains unacknowledged and is denied a certain level of power.  The female figure does not present 

her image for consumption in red carpet. 

Figure 2. red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet. Video still 
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Strength is depicted by the figure in red carpet through the womanôs unflinching forging 

forwards.  She seems unfettered by the obstacles in her way.  At the same time she is entrapped, 

reluctantly tied to the meanings implicit in her historical and cultural symbolism. A blond Caucasian 

woman of an ambiguous age, the artistôs body is imbued with social cues and readings that exist as 

socially constructed givens.  These givens tie the subject down, but also provide the matter from 

which the subversion and comedy can be molded.  Alongside the socially constructed subject we 

find a personally constructed author (one and the same, yet fundamentally very different).  The 

authorship and subjectivity of the author, along with that of the spectator, are thus of concern within 

the work. 

The obsessiveness of maintaining the semblance of the perfect manufactured woman is at odds 

with the feelings of self-consciousness and embarrassment I experienced during the filming of red 

carpet.  This resulted in my shooting, performing and editing with no witnesses or assistants. The 

aloneness, isolation and shame felt throughout the process echoes the futility in attempting to keep 

up appearances in the broader social context. It also brings into sharp focus the potential danger of 

being a woman alone in the woods in what were often compromising positions.   In the final 

product, romanticism glosses over the reality of the process that involved getting up at the crack of 

dawn, finding accessible yet secluded spots, and trudging there weighed down with gearðsixty feet 

of red carpet strapped to an external backpack frame, props, camera, and tripod.  I was 

simultaneously sex object and pack-mule.  Extreme cold was another hurdle.  With bare skin 

exposed to temperatures and wind chill reaching between -15°C to -25°C, I had to pay close 

attention to my body and its exposure threshold.  Throughout the filming there was a constant 

contradiction between presenting poise and being experientially present in the elements that 

consistently challenged my composure.   

In thinking about embodiment and the acting of a performed óselfô, Bibi van den Bergôs 

examination of the Interactionist óselfô within the mediated environment 
serves as an interesting 
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entry point.
4 
 Van den Berg believes that social interactions, and by proxy interactions with 

technologies and our environment, build our personas.  She introduces several of the ideas of Erving 

Goffman.  Goffman explains that in determining and defining a situation, individuals choose certain 

roles.  He is quoted by van den Berg, ñ[h]aving assumed their óroleô, the player then engages in 

óperformancesô or ópresentationsôò (31).  These óperformancesô are judged by the situation, the 

audience, and the performer him/herself (31).  Goffman believes that people perform both sincere 

and cynical performances and that ñwhen roles are frequently portrayed and consistently valued by 

both the audience and the performer himself a person may come to identify with that role to such an 

extent that it becomes part of his self imageò (qtd. in van den Berg 32).  The óselfô, from this 

perspective, can be seen as a construction made from many different rehearsed roles. Van den Berg 

argues, ñ[l] ike everything else, modernity turned identity into a ólife projectôò (27).  This life project 

sees the manufacturing and up-keep of socially and commercially prescribed and personally 

regimented gender roles.  In Pictures, it is the contemporary womanôs roles that I am emulatingð

rather flatlyðand consequently revealing in my performances.   

Finally, and perhaps less obviously, the viewer is also able to follow the path of reference in 

red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet to modernist paintingðthe motif of the red stripeð

as well as to the more traditional historic narrative landscape painting that exists on either side of the 

ózipô.
5
 If seen as a modernist exercise, red carpet can be interpreted as the striving for 

transcendenceðfollowing the ózipô in order to óarriveô.  Inherent in the pursuit of pure form by the 

avant-gardes was the drive to erase the artistôs hand in the work.  Pure self-referencing form 

exceeded the individual, literary associations, dogmatic classical canons, and the illusionism of the 

representational image, and thus transcended historical tenets in general.  This marked the loss of the 

romantic heroic óselfô and ushered in a free óselfô. Free, however, only in the sense that the óselfô had 

seemingly freed itself from the linear narrative of history and of cultural expectation.  I would argue 

that Barnett Newman, in particular, embodies a paradox to this idea.
6
  Through his attempts at 
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touching the sublime in works such as The Wild (fig. 4) and Achilles (fig. 5), he further sanctifies the 

artist as a spiritual messenger tied to the trajectory of the iconographic history of painting, rather 

than succeeding in erasing his hand from the work.  The transfiguration of the artistôs intention into 

the inevitable historical objectification of the artist and artwork persists in the postmodern but is now 

accepted as unavoidable. This quasi-heroic modern painter is replaced in postmodernism by an 

indeterminate and indefinable óselfôða óselfô that has increasingly become tragi-comically self-

conscious and somewhat self-loathing in the realization of the inescapability of the paradox of art 

making.  In red carpet the female artist could be seen as figuratively negotiating this lineðin 

literally ówalking the lineô.  

                  
Figure 3. red stripe painting; walking the line; red carpet. Video still (detail) 
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Figure 4.  Barnett Newman.  The Wild 

    
Figure 5.  Barnett Newman.  Achilles 
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EXHIBIT TWO: Leda and the Swan; pool toy; plastic pornography 

Opposite red carpet, on the largest of the three monitors, we find Leda and the Swan; pool toy; 

plastic pornography (hereafter Leda).  A nude figure (recognizable again as the artist) is floating 

languidly along an idyllic r iver on a large inflatable plastic pool swan.  We are lulled by the gentle 

gliding of our heroine through the water on her steed.  She drifts by in a variety of positions.  In 

some scenes the video play direction has been altered to make it appear as though the swan is 

rocking Leda back and forth.  This absurdity and forced animation makes the viewer aware of the 

directorôs hand. 

As in red carpet, the scenes in Leda are separated by fade-outs.  However, far from being fluid 

and innocuous, the fade-outs in Leda are disruptive and alarming. Single frames flash in repeated 

sequence onto the screen: the suggestive flutter of orgasm.  The climax of action is ironically 

represented in momentary still images set between lengthy scenes of virtual inaction (fig. 9).  The 

viewer is made to question what was seen, and if indeed he or she saw the images at all.  In this 

almost subconscious glimpsing, there is no time to take ownership of the action.  The viewerôs 

implication in the seeing is made manifest by the imageôs ephemeral flash and the subsequent 

cognition and questioning of it.  In Laura Mulveyôs terms this could be seen as a scopophilic reveal, 

an assertive frisson in the pleasure of voyeuristic viewing.  Mulveyôs seminal essay ñVisual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinemaò examines cinematic space as voyeuristic theatre, the scopophilic pleasure of 

looking, and the role of the eye of the camera (and by proxy the viewer situated behind this eye) in 

establishing an objectifying gaze (57-65).  Mulvey wrote:  

Going far beyond highlighting a womanôs to-be-looked-at-ness, cinema builds the way she is to 

be looked at into the spectacle itself.  Playing on the tension between film as controlling the 

dimension of time (editing, narrative) and film as controlling the dimension of space (changes 
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in distance, editing), cinematic does create a gaze, a world and an object, thereby producing an 

illusion cut to the measure of desire. (65) 

The subject of Leda and the swan lends itself well to satisfying the whims of desire.  

Historically, the myth of Leda and the swan was an opportunity for artists to represent the 

female figure in ómetaphoricô copulation with a ólong neckedô swan (seen as much less suggestive 

and troubling than a man/woman coupling).  Many of the renditions of these racy renderings were 

subsequently destroyed as they were labeled too risqué; however, several notable paintings survive. 

Among these is the storyboard-like depiction of the myth by Correggio (fig. 6).   

    
Figure 6.  Correggio. Leda and the Swan 

In my version, the dead-pan, matter-of-factness of the copulation of female with gigantic plastic 

swan points to our often ridiculous and obsessive love affair with femininity that is plasticized and 

pornographic.  In the final scene of Leda, Leda and the swan deflate until they are flaccid, collapsed 

into each other and almost fully submerged in the water.  Two large white eggs float away from the 

pair in the riverôs current and the loop begins again (fig. 8).
7
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Figure 7 and Figure 8. Leda and the Swan; pool toy; plastic pornography. Video stills 

Filming this final scene meant sitting naked in the frigid water for an extended period of time 

(fig. 7).  The swan, despite being weighed down with a couple of dumbbell weights and having just 

suffered multiple puncture wounds (footage not shown in the video), did not sink nearly as quickly 

as expected.  So there I sat, shivering uncontrollably in the early hours of the morning.  Having just 

mutilated my prop/love object there was no chance for a second take.  Far from being sexy, the 

making of the work was an often challenging and a sometimes dangerous production.  Inflated, the 
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swan was too large to fit into my car and access to electrical outlets for my inflator was limited, thus   

I was primarily restricted to filming at locations reachable by foot from my home.  To capture the 

final scene the seven-foot-long swan had to be portaged on my head for several kilometres with the 

remainder of the gear (dumbbell weights included) slung onto my shoulders.  As with red carpet, the 

endurance and the physical strength required for Leda meant that the process itself became a mind-

over-matter performance.  As with most cinematic work, the actual and often painful reality 

involved in the production is veiled in the theatrical pasticheðthe illusion and delusion of the final 

work.  The process also holds an interesting and often strained negotiation between performer and 

cinematographer (who in this case are one and the same), revealing an obsessive ódoes it allô and 

ódoes it all herselfô contemporary superwoman mentality.   

In my case, this negotiation instigated some soul searchingðwhy was I so compelled to 

undertake this project and what was I hoping to express in doing so?  I take my cue from the author 

and media theorist, Susan J. Douglas, who urges an examination of cultural history to find the root 

of the conflicted feminine identity (10).  The building blocks of my mythology can be found in a 

specific social context.  I was born in 1976 and spent my formative years embedded in the popular 

culture of the 1980s, arguably the liminal space between second-wave and third-wave feminismð 

now also termed postfeminism.
8
  Diane Negraôs What a Girl Wants? frames my own conflicted 

experience of growing up as a free yet carefully constructed girl: ñ[w]hat is apparent is that the 

postmodern mediathon is giving rise to a new kind of female figure who is closely tracked, 

ideologically fraught, and highly overdetermined in her meaningsò (Negra 45).  The ñcodificationò 

of female types is redefined by postfeminism, especially in the idolization of ñwomanly girlsò and 

ñgirlish womenò believes Negra (12).  Negraôs thesis is relevant to my exploration of the 

mythologized feminine óselfô: how women are defined by their image as situated within 

stereotypical settings and played out in socially constructed actions and inaction.   
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Douglasôs Where the Girls Are adopts a similar strategy and looks at the contradictory 

representation of women in the media of the boomer generation (particularly in the1950s, 1960s and 

1970s).  Douglas believes that it was these propagated and often hypocritical images that created the 

perfect storm and fanned the flames of second wave feminism.  Douglas describes a media 

landscape that was torn between honouring an independent and strong post-war American woman 

who had carried the country through the war on the home-front through sheer muscle power and 

resilience, while at the same time urging these same women to return to pre-war domesticity and the 

commercially available power of Mr. Clean (14, 18, 23-28, 45-60).  The negotiations between the 

public and the private roles for women continue to this day, even though they passed relatively 

unnoticed during my own childhood.   

Free-play femininity was taken for granted during my 1980s childhood where feminism was an 

outdated and an unnecessary term.  The only notion I had of the male/female dichotomy was that 

boys: a) were annoying; and b) always thought they were so much better than girls.  So I did my 

utmost to run faster than them.  I climbed trees and went down suicide-hills on my Hot-Stix hot pink 

skateboard.  Today, the postfeminist paradox is the paradigm.  In postfeminism, traditional roles for 

women tied to the home and the caretaker realm are again being glorified for women who have 

grown up putting huge amounts of care into becoming independent modern women. 

The postfeminist image that is being proliferated by the mass media today shows women 

disillusioned by their cold hard working reality in the city returning to their hometown in droves 

hoping to reconnect with that school yearbook nerd who has blossomed into Dr. McDreamy and 

then instantly popping out some kids, rekindling that lost zest for life while giddily changing 

hundreds of soiled nappies looking Mommylicious in Lululemon.  These messages are merging with 

those still infecting my Disney cortex. Cinderella is vogueing at the Ball; Sleeping Beauty has just 

woken up from a coma-inducing Brazilian wax job and not from the kiss of a metrosexual prince.  

Feminine plasticity is melting in a pot of mixed messages.  Be pureðjust as long as you are sexy 
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doing it.  Donôt be vainðjust be sure to look good not being it.  Embrace the óreal,ô ónatural,ô  

óyouôðjust as long as your curves sit in the bikini top and not underneath it and the only hair that 

you have is firmly planted on your head.  And then there is the continuing Princess craze, a 

marketing goldmine directed at vulnerable little girls who had just a generation ago been óliberatedô 

by a pink Tonka truck.  Today, just as in the 1970s, women are attempting to squeeze their identities 

into conflicting articles and clauses.  And they are trying to do so quietly, without drawing any 

attention. Add to this a certain amount of malaise with our self-fabricated and mass-produced reality 

and you have a situation that is itching for a meditation retreat with free-flowing vats of red wine.  

Ultimately it is the acknowledgement of this suppressed mental monologueðone that had been 

building steam for some timeðthat had me up at the crack of dawn sitting naked on a sinking swan.   

Figure 9. Leda and the Swan; pool toy; plastic pornography. Video still 

Feeling trapped between the idea of who I want to be versus what is presented to me and feeling 

guilty and not-quite-good-enough either way, conscious of the media and pop culture hamster wheel 

yet still finding myself compelled to jump aboard, Pictures is a metaphor for this striving and manic 

treadmill of identity.  I think I may be waving a little white flag.  Oh no, those are just my panties.  
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Figure 10. Fragonardôs swing; Miss La La; hung out to dry. Video still 

EXHIBIT THREE: Fragonardôs swing; Miss La La; hung out to dry  

        In the first of the side wall projections on panel, Fragonardôs swing; Miss La La; hung out to 

dry (hereafter Fragonardôs swing), a female figure hangs upside-down off a trapeze from the nooks 

of her knees (fig. 10).  Her white dress has fallen inside-out and is hanging down over the top half of 

her body, covering her head.  The figureôs arms are dangling, visible below the lace fringe of the 

dress.  Bright white underpants, bare legs and black rubber boots are fully exposed. With the figure 

seemingly lifeless, the trapeze appears to be moving on its own accord.  Like a perpetual motion 

machine, the trapeze picks up velocity as the figure does a series of slow turning pirouettes and then 

comes to rest again.  Every once in a while, we see a leaf flutter off the ground and the illusion is 

again broken: the looping video is being played forwards and backwards.  

        Fragonardôs swing makes reference to Jean-Honoré Fragonardôs painting: Happy hazards of 

the swing (fig. 11).  In this Rococo image from 1767, a young woman is being pushed on a swing by 

her manservant.  Her suitor is in the bushes looking up her skirt as she swings overhead.  One of the 

young ladyôs shoes flies through the air in full climactic release, symbolic of the girlôs lost virginity. 


