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By Virginia Maksymowicz
Virginia Maksymowicz is a sculptor, Associate 
Professor of Art at Franklin & Marshall College 
and Treasurer for the WCA Philadelphia 
Chapter.

It was February of 1977 and I was in 
Los Angeles for my first ever College 
Art Association conference. The Chair 
of the Visual Arts Department at UC 
San Diego, where I was in the MFA 
program, had rented a room for us 
grad students at the LA Hilton so that 
we could attend. Eleven of us jammed 
into that one room, taking turns 
sleeping on beds, chairs and floor for 
several nights.
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Although I remember attending 
panel discussions and trying to 
land a few job interviews, my most 
vivid memories were of events 
not included in the program. 
David Ross, then a curator at 
the Long Beach Art Museum, 
had managed to commandeer 
a channel on the Hilton’s closed 
circuit TV. We watched Suzanne 
Lacy lounge in her hotel bed with 
a dead sheep. We winced as we 
saw Linda Montano thread dental 
floss up her nose and pull it out 
her mouth. We also saw some 
pretty outrageous performances 
by women both in the lobby and 
around town. 
I had read Linda Nochlin’s essay 
in Art News, “Why Have There 
Been No Great Women Artists?” I 
had met Mimi Schapiro, Barbara 
Smith, Joyce Kozloff, Eleanor 
Antin, Arlene Raven, Yvonne 
Rainer, Jo Hansen, Arlene Raven, 
Mary Beth Edelson and Susan 
Mogul through UCSD.  I knew 
lots of things were happening at 
the Women’s Building. But what 
in the world was going on at 
CAA? 
Wasn’t this the  stodgy, professional 
organization run by college 
professors…most of them male? 
Well, sort of. Five years earlier, 
a group of women art historians 
and artists had caucused during 
the conference in San Francisco, 
concerned about issues of 
gender-based discrimination. 
The Women’s Caucus for Art 
was born. Needless to say, by 
1977, conference activities had 
definitely loosened up!
I joined WCA the following 
year…or at least I tried to. I had 
moved back to my native New 
York City and contacted the 
local chapter. Several times. No 
one ever got back to me. This 

was my first introduction to the 
capricious nature of a volunteer, 
artist-run group!
By 1980, however, I was firmly 
entrenched as a member…in 
time for the conference in New 
Orleans, in the midst of the last 
political efforts to ratify the Equal 
Rights Amendment. The WCA 
unsuccessfully tried to pressure 
CAA to reschedule its meeting in 
another state since Louisiana had 
not ratified the ERA (I still have 
my T-shirt!). Lee Ann Miller was 
president, then. Although I did not 
meet her during that conference, I 
made her acquaintance two years 
later when I interviewed for a 
teaching position at Wayne State 
University where she was Art 
Department Chair. I remember 
being somewhat star-struck. I 
got the job but was disappointed 
to learn that we would not work 
together; she was about to assume 
the deanship at Cooper Union.
I remember spending long 
evenings in Annie Shaver-
Crandell’s (WCA president 
1986-88) loft in Manhattan as 
Clarissa Sligh and I struggled 
with a very temperamental                        
computer interface, compiling the 
organization’s first membership 
database. 
I remember working with Sabra 
Moore as part of a WCA program 
called OATS (Opening Artists 
to Students), funded by the New 
York State Council on the Arts. 
I remember marching (was it 
October of 1986?) to protest the 
lack of women artists in major 
museums like the Metropolitan 
and the Whitney. 
I remember chairing a panel at the 
1989 conference in San Francisco, 
“Clothing as Model; Clothing as 
Metaphor” that included, among 
others, Marilyn Lanfear and 

Glenna Park, and participating in 
Deborah Haynes 1991 session in 
New York, “Religion as Re-source 
for Artists.” 
I remember participating in 
countless WCA exhibitions, in 
particular being part of a series 
of installations in the Ceres 
Project Room at the Elizabeth 
Foundation.
I will never forget “agreeing” 
(somehow, I don’t remember 
willingly taking it on!) to 
coordinate the volunteers for the 
1997 conference in Philadelphia. 
I came up with what I thought 
was a brilliant idea. I was adjunct 
teaching at the Moore College 
of Art & Design (the only all-
women’s art college in the U.S.). If 
I got my students to sign up, they 
would be able to attend panel 
sessions for free. Since the WCA 
National Office was, at that time, 
located at Moore and since the 
then-president, Barbara Price, 
was involved in the proceedings, 
I figured that this would be  “win/
win.” I was wrong. One of my 
(male) supervisors was appalled 
at the idea that I would take 
my students off-campus for an 
event that, in his estimation, 
bore no relevance to the artistic 
profession. He fired me! 
Although I am sure not all of 
my students appreciated the 
experience, many did. They 
mingled with well-known artists 
like Audrey Flack and some 
were left with unforgettable 
memories…so much so that, a 
few years later, a group of them 
(including Christina Barbachano, 
Michele Wilson, Michele Ortiz 
and Marie Elcin) revived an ailing 
Philadelphia Chapter, turning 
it into one of the most active 
chapters in the country.
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Art?

Breasts are everywhere in popular culture. This is nothing 
new. And yet I’ve been struck in recent years by the 
resurgence of the breast-feeding body in visual culture 
and contemporary art. It’s apparently a big deal (i.e., 
magazine-cover newsworthy) that Salma Hayek, Alanis 
Morrisette, Tori Spelling, Kourtney Kardashian, Angelina 
Jolie, Christina Aguilera, and many other celebrities 
breastfeed their babies. While Western art history offers 
an abundance of nursing Virgin and Child imagery, less 
often have artists pictured other mothers in this way. 
There are notable exceptions, to be sure – the breast-
feeding woman as an allegory of charity (Rembrandt, 
Rubens), images of the wet nurse (Gérard, Morisot), 
portraits and self-portraits by Paula Modersohn-Becker, 
mother-child unions painted by Mary Cassatt. In the 
last decade, however, artists around the world seem to 
have newly embraced the maternal body, sometimes in 
direct opposition to public perceptions of breastfeeding, 
particularly in the United States. American cultural 
prohibitions surrounding breastfeeding, where public 
nursing is often deemed inappropriate or even obscene, 

stand in stark contrast to the much-touted idea that “Breast 
is Best” for babies, which is promoted by pediatricians, 
lactation consultants, and even formula companies. 
States now must pass laws to “allow” breastfeeding in 
public. Major news outlets regularly frame breastfeeding 
as a controversial act, not only drawing attention to 
instances of discrimination (women asked to leave 
restaurants, health clubs, or airplanes for breastfeeding) 
but also perpetuating potential scandals. The recent Time 
magazine cover featuring a mother and nursing toddler 
specifically photographed the pair in a controversial 
position that sought to capitalize on potential controversy 
and public outcry over the appropriateness of extended 
breastfeeding. 
Contemporary artists around the world now respond 
to and participate in these culturally constructed 
controversies as they make the lactating body increasingly 
visible.  To name a few: Jess Dobkin pushes the boundaries 
of public (dis)comfort with her milk-tasting events in 
the on-going performance, Lactation Station Breastmilk 
Bar. Catherine Opie, Katharina Bosse, Renée Cox, the 
M.A.M.A. Collaborative, Sarah Webb, Jacki Skrzynski, 
and Zorka Project all address the loaded identity of 
the nursing mother. Last year Marina Abramovic built 
upon the long history of Madonna and Child imagery to 
“breastfeed” Riccardo Tisci of Givenchy in The Contract 
(2011). Margaret Morgan and the Duende collective have 
used breastmilk as an artistic medium. Jill Miller recently 
created The Milk Truck in response to the unfriendly 
environment encountered by American mothers who 
nurse in public. Driving around to nurse-ins and to 
potential public breastfeeding emergencies, The Milk 
Truck empowers nursing mothers, creates community, 
and raises awareness—and, as a truck topped by a huge 
breast with a flashing nipple, is a sight to behold. 
But do these artists seek to argue that “breast is best”? 
Some do, perhaps. The vast majority, however, picture 
the lactating body not to proselytize but to make visible 
all aspects of the feminine body, to embrace the fullness 
of maternal experience, and, sometimes, to rail against a 
culture that too often sees lactation as obscene, unnatural, 
and something to be hidden away. And just in case you 
were wondering, Beyonce breastfeeds her baby, too. 
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By Rachel Epp Buller 

Rachel Epp Buller is a Ph.D.’d feminist-art historian-printmaker-mama of three whose recent art and scholarship speak to this                    
perpetual balancing act. She has lectured and published widely on issues of motherhood and the maternal body in contemporary art.
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Queen Gidrea is a performance   
storyteller and costume designer 
who uses a combination of sculptural 
regalia, street installation and 
spoken work to create live narratives 
and collaborative photo and video 
works.  Her stories are inhabited by 
fabulous character exaggerations 
and futuristic prophecies based on 
activism as a queer, multiracial, and 
Asian-American woman.
She is a Member-At-Large and a 
member of the Young Women’s 
Caucus and International Caucus. 
She is thrilled about the collaborative 
work of the International Caucus 
and its upcoming exhibition in 
South Korea this fall. 
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Abstract swirling dots background: Nina Kurlioff www.ninakuriloff.com
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Why did you start your art gallery?
As I wandered the rough Art Mecca, NYC 
where I live, it occurred to me how bizarre it 
was that I didn’t see women represented in all of 
these incredible galleries. I made it my business 
to ask how many women they represented and 
I found my niche.  60% were women with no 
representation at all.  In addition, women seem 
to be taking greater risks.

I am one of the old femmies. In that light,                  
I knew that women felt that they were in a 
Catch 22. No one was writing about their work, 
[and so curators were not aware of their work] I 
was single-handedly going to change that.  

I am equally passionate about the artists I show 
and the work that I sell.  I believe in them so 

much that I am almost angry to part with 
the work. Each piece of work is a piece of my 
soul whenever I sell a work of art.  The gallery 
represents for me the microcosm of the world.

It was 1977 when I opened, and the quality  
of artwork was my entire focus. In that 
case, ethnicity and gender basically became 
unknown and the artwork took center stage.  
Whether the women artists were Native 
American, indigenous, or Latino, it was really 
their works that were the main attraction.  

What should someone study in school 
to become a gallery director?  

She should study a course in installation, in   
accounting, and in ethics.

I Never Lie Because I Won’t Remember
                                                    

Who are your WCA heroes?
Faith Ringgold, Miriam Shapiro, Carolee Schneemann, Hannah Wilke.  The women with whom I was honored last February at the WCA Lifetime 
Achievement Awards, Suzanne Lacy, Whitney Chadwick, Ferris Olin, Trin T. Minh-ha, Cathy Salser, Kaven Davelos. As I waited for my award, 
I kept thinking of Mary Garrard, Paula Harper, and Norma Brody.  I worried that someone was going to say, “We made a mistake with you.” As 
Sister Theresa  Kane once said, “I’m very happy because I know you will fill my sandals.” What big sandals to fill.  

What are your current projects?
I closed my gallery.   I didn’t have to find myself. I had to recreate myself. I no longer wanted to worry about 24 lives and 28 foreign staff. I wanted 
to continue to do what I was doing and pass on the gauntlet. It’s a new chapter in my personal history.  I’m working two days per week with Zadok 
Art Gallery on their branding and curatorial. They’re located at North Miami Avenue and 25th Street. I spent a week in New York, looked at 
10 artist studios in Brooklyn, some emerging, some mid-career. I’m looking at disks all the time, seeing all the art fairs, seeing what is in all the 
galleries of the world. It’s very exciting, a new beginning. I get to show artists, advise them, tell an artist what they need.   

A Conversation with Bernice Steinbaum as told to Bonnie MacAllister

www.michellewilsonprojects.com
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What inspired you to start a       
gallery?
I have an entrepreneurial spirit. As a child 
I would find out what other kids wanted 
and then sell it to them. When I was 10, I 
actually tried to make blush out of berries 
growing on my parent’s property and sold 
it to another girl in my neighborhood. 
The gallery itself came from me wanting 
my own business and knowing a lot of  
fantastic artists without representation 
and collectors who would just love their 
work…it seemed like the perfect thing to 
do.  

Who are your            
heroes?
I have trouble picking 
heroes. I spend so 
much time with 
such amazing women   
every day that I get 
inspired by all the 
little things. I’ve 
always had a lot of 
women writers as 
heroes so when that 
is combined with 
art, I think of Lucy 
Lippard. Her writings 
really opened me 
up to a new level of 
understanding of feminism. Also, since 
my career started out in museums, I find 
Lowery Stokes Sims an inspiration. I’m 
impressed with her career with museums 
and her leadership through ArtTable, of 
which I’m a member.

Are you based New York only?
Yes, Porter Contemporary is only in 
New York. Of course we participate in 
art fairs in other locations including LA 
and Miami. In fact, this past January we 
participated in the Affordable Art Fair’s                 
artXwomen where we brought artworks by 
women artists only.  This was something 
Judith Pinero, the director of AAF at the 
time, came up with and it was fantastic.  
Abroad, we partner with a gallery, Art and 
Escape, and in Australia, 19Karen.

How do you think 
opportunities for 
women in art have 
changed in the last 
40 years?

Honestly? They haven’t. I 
think that awareness of the 
inequality of opportunities 
has become more 
widespread and that has 
started to make change. 
Things haven’t changed 
enough for women in 
general and I think that 
women in art are going 
to be behind that general 
curve.
 

What’s coming up at Porter       
Contemporary?
In February 2013 we will have a group    
exhibition up titled FUR.

It is animal-focused from the cute and 
cuddly to the fierce to the downright 
scary. It will include works by Jennifer 
Murray with whom I’ve worked for years 
and will introduce a new artist to the 
gallery, Jan Huling. Murray, as you may 
recall works with images of wolves as well 
as other animal images that are mostly 
self-representation. Huling will make 
animal sculptures out of found objects 
and beadwork.
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Visit www.portercontemporary.com, to learn more.

Michelle Wilson is a papermaker, 
printmaker, book and installation 
artist. Her works are in various 
collections, including Yale University 
(New Haven, CT), the National 
Museum of Women in the Arts 
(Washington, DC), and the Jaffe 
Center for Book Arts, (Boca Raton, 
FL). She has been featured in 
exhibitions at numerous institutions, 
including the X Initiative in New 
York, NY, the Chicago Center for 
Book and Paper Arts, the 2006 
International Biennial for the Artist’s 
Book in Alexandria, Egypt, and at 
the Joshibi Art Museum outside of 
Tokyo, Japan.

Wilson

M
ic

h
e

l
l

e

8

An Interview
 w

ith Jessica Porter as told to Bonnie M
acA

llister



9

International in Montana

Living in Montana and having a feminist and activist slant to my work 
left me feeling isolated, so in 2009 I searched for a sisterhood and found 
it in WCA. As with most national organizations, WCA does not have 
a chapter in remote and sparsely populated Montana. I know that I 
am officially part of WCA’s regional organization, but have had little 
communication or connection to it. The only other WCA member in my 
state is 5 hours away; another younger artist friend and WCA member 
is in Wyoming about 2 ½ hours from here. In a region as large as ours, 
my national commitment has seemed more fitting. After joining, I 
quickly volunteered on the national level, which keeps me involved and 
satisfied. The only time I feel adrift is during conferences.  I was told 
that Members-At-Large could attend the Chapters’ Council meetings, 
but I would like to see an invitation to these meetings or to a gathering 
specifically for Members-At-Large with a board member included in the 
registration materials or welcome packets. An orientation packet aimed 
at Members-At-Large from National might encourage more involvement 
from this somewhat marginalized segment of our membership.  
Serendipity stepped in shortly after I joined WCA. I happened to be in 
New York City when a New York chapter meeting was scheduled, so I 
invited myself as an observer. Priscilla Otani spoke about the then-titled 
International Committee’s involvement with the United Nations and I 
was soon offering my political science and art activist experience to her. 
At the UN DPI/NGO Conference in Bonn, Germany, Priscilla caught 
me up in her vision for a larger, more broadly focused International 
Caucus (IC), and soon I was agreeing to chair this new effort. For the 
first IC annual meeting this last February, Priscilla and I anticipated a 
handful of attendees. To our pleasant surprise, the room was packed; 
ideas were flowing freely; enthusiasm was growing. Hye-Seong Tak 
Lee, arriving straight on her flight from South Korea, encouraged 
us to collaborate with women artists in Korea on an exhibition to be 
held in October, 2012. We gasped at the short time frame, but the 
momentum was unstoppable. Within a few months, membership in the 
International Caucus had grown from six members to over 80, a website 
was up and running, serious negotiations about Woman + Body were in 
full swing with Hye-Seong in Korea, and we were exploring exhibition 
opportunities in Toronto, London, Vietnam and India. More recently, 
the artworks from WCA artists for Woman + Body were sent to Korea 
and exhibited, and discussions are under way for IC, the Philadelphia 
WCA’s Ragdoll Project and the Coalition Against Trafficking of Women 
to stage an awareness event at the UN’s Commission on the Status of 
Women Conference in March, 2013. Learning curves have been fast 
and steep, but IC members have stepped up with encouragement and 
assistance. 
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By Sherri Cornett, sculptor. Artwork: the chrysalis forms of this series evolved to become roughly 7 ft welded steel enclosures for a central wooden 
core—an idea influenced by Judy Chicago, who talked about its use as a defining symbol of woman. Symbols of the lives and wisdom of these 
women (books, shovels, fishing rods, MP3 players, maps, instruments, tools…) and written text are woven into the works.
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In the land of fried chicken, barbecue, sweet tea and the 
romance of Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara, contemporary, 
edgy art is not exactly a good fit. Or, should I say, not a fit at 
all?
A couple of years ago, as I prepared for a solo exhibit at a 
local gallery, I was asked for “a couple more paintings.” No 
problem. I made a quick run back to my studio and dragged 
over a couple of canvases.
As I entered the gallery, the woman sputtered: “Do you know 
where you are?” The offending piece with jagged lines and 
deep colors was immediately rushed back to my car.
Even worse, I had created a sculpture of sorts. I thought it 
was quite funny and might get us some local press—the sort 
of thing that is about as rare as a solar eclipse. Lots of space 
is given to recent DUI arrests. Approximately zero to art           
reviews.

In any case, “Ms. Unmentionable” 
(pictured left) was constructed of 
aluminum pipe that had been 
bent and cut, pieces joined, to 
make a frame that was very 
roughly a human form. On 
that form, I wrapped and 
hung a colorful array of bras 
and panties. My loot from 
thrift shops and friends 
who donated some colorful 
pieces made it, I thought, 
a striking, humorous bit 
of  out-of-the-ordinary art 
with a feminist bite to it.

At first, the gallery owner was amused. Her husband pulled 
out a ladder and some appropriate cord. Soon it was hanging 
and twisting in the center of the space, colorful and begging 
for attention. It seemed that all was right with the world on 
Oak Street in Roswell, GA.
However, when I returned, “Ms. Unmentionable” was             
nowhere to be seen. She had been banished to the basement. 
I was told people had “made remarks.” End of story?
Not exactly. The Southern “gentleman” who had helped 
me twist the tubing went down with the me to retrieve the   
sculpture of shame. He rushed out the back door.
“What’s the matter?” I asked. 
“A guy could get beat up for being seen with something like 
this,” he said as he sped toward his truck.
Bible Belt, Bible Belt, Bible Belt rang in my head. 
There is, of course, a major difference between the suburbs 
and what exists in the center of Atlanta where twenty-
somethings flourish and share their art with each other (few 
of them ever get reviewed or noticed)—and OTP. Outside 
the Perimeter. That is code for the demarcation between the 
area inside the circular highway that goes around the City 
of Atlanta and the suburbs outside. OTP for reviews? You 
can just accept the fact that if you’re showing in one of the 
galleries in those outskirts – ain’t gonna happen.
Bless your heart? That’s an expression often heard when the 
speaker really means “Go to where the devil can skewer your 
ass on the end of his pitchfork.” 
Incidentally, I’m preparing to spearhead  a Rag Doll Sex 
Trafficking Protest exhibit for 2013—OTP.  It turns out that         
Atlanta and its suburbs have been labeled the worst offenders 
in the country.

By Loretta Paraguassu, artist, fashion designer, writer, and filmmaker
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