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The academic essays, interviews, and various artistic contributions col-
lected in this edited volume are the result of a conference held at LMU 
Munich’s Amerika-Institut in July 2020. The conference “Where My 
Girls At? Contemporary Feminist Art” was organized by then MA stu-
dent Amelie Starke, doctoral candidate Megan Bosence, and post-doc-
toral researcher Bärbel Harju. Sakina Shakil Gröppmaier hosted one 
of the conference’s panels, passionately participated throughout the 
conference, and then joined the editorial team for this collection. The 
conference set out to bring together scholars of American Studies at 
different stages of their career who are interested in contemporary 
feminist art: B.A. and M.A. students, PhD candidates, post-docs, and 
more established scholars. In addition, we wanted to include activists, 
artivists, and local artists in our conference. We were thrilled by the 
number of fascinating abstracts we received from various disciplines 
and backgrounds in response to our call for papers, both from schol-
ars and practitioners of feminist art. The art historians, literary schol-
ars, artists, activists, and, of course, students and scholars of American 
Studies, who agreed to showcase their work and share their ideas at 
the conference made for a truly stimulating program. For this reason, 
and because we felt the papers and performances were highly relevant 
during a moment of crisis, we decided to switch to an online conference 
when restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic rendered in-person 
meetings impossible. After months of social distancing and isolation at 
home, it was truly inspiring to come together with like-minded people 
from different corners of the world to learn about new perspectives and 
ideas, to exchange thoughts, and to truly feel a sense of community and 
connection through our screens. 

A key theme that emerged throughout our discussions at the con-
ference was the many forms feminism can take. To put it briefly, while 



feminism today is flourishing, it is also undeniably splintered. From 
charges alleging “the death of feminism” (Reger, Everywhere and Now-
here: Contemporary Feminism in the United States 5) to “generational 
disputes […] characterized by a reactive temperament” (Johnson 46) 
and criticism regarding the ongoing challenges of inclusion and inter-
sectionality (Reger, “Contemporary Feminism and Beyond” 2), feminist 
movements are far from cohesive. Like feminism, feminist art defies a 
clear definition. From its inception during second wave feminism up 
to today, a broad range of subject matters, artistic practices, and philos-
ophies have been described as feminist art. Many artists, though, pre-
fer to reject the ‘feminist artist’ label altogether. This raises important 
questions: Who gets to label art as feminist and to what ends? How does 
this label function, depending on who does the naming – art critics, 
art historians, activists, or the artists themselves? When is the qualifier 
‘feminist’ a tool for empowerment and an act of solidarity? When does 
it serve to pigeonhole certain artists and their artistic practices? These 
questions are discussed in more detail throughout several contribu-
tions in this volume: Our interview with Angelique Szymanek, the key-
note speaker at our conference, explores the “inherent violence” (this  
volume 10) present in the act of naming and its potential to be both 

“an act of solidarity and a colonizing gesture” (this volume 11). Two 
more interviews explore this issue from an artist’s perspectives. Amelie 
Starke’s interview with Sophia Süßmilch, a Munich-based artist, inves-
tigates the nuances of Süßmilch’s ambivalent relationship with the 
‘feminist artist’ label, while Sakina Shakil Gröppmaier’s interview with 
Nimra and Manahil Bandukwala, two Pakistani-Canadian artists, dis-
cusses power dynamics of mainstream feminism and the problematic 
marginalizations that often go hand in hand with it, while emphasizing 
the need for allyship and genuine intersectionality. The complicated 
history of the label ‘feminism’ is also at the heart of Dannie Snyder’s 
poetic collage “WOMXN”.

Broader issues connected to the representation of women in the 
arts are also still necessary to consider. The year 2021 marks the 50th 
anniversary of Linda Nochlin’s seminal essay “Why Have There Been 
No Great Women Artists?”, published in Artnews in 1971. Nochlin’s 
writing ushered in a “new paradigm of historiographical and curatorial 
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practice” (Arakistain 7). Half a century later, the work to achieve true 
equality – in the art world and beyond – is far from done. We contend 
that art history is desolate without feminism. Feminist perspectives 
unearth histories, voices, and visuals that enrich the so-called ‘canon’: 
they challenge conventional ways of looking at art and they provide us 
with a fuller artistic representation of our diverse experiences and view-
points. And there is reason to be optimistic: feminist art still flourishes 
and is more inclusive and diverse than ever. The current social and cul-
tural climate, as Tate director Maria Balshaw notes, allows for a tenta-
tive hopefulness: “art and social mores are moving in nonbinary direc-
tions and […] we see an ever more plural feminist art practice meeting 
an engaged activism that seeks to shape an intersectional world view 
beyond gender and other hierarchies” (Balshaw 6). Today, artists and 
artivists continue to explore contemporary feminist issues and practices 
from multiple perspectives and through a variety of mediums. Schol-
ars of various disciplines continue to add to the conversation by taking 
different approaches and perspectives on feminism(s), both historical 
and contemporary. 

This anthology seeks to do just that. Against the background of the 
#MeToo movement and fourth wave feminism, this edited volume 
examines art and artivism and its capacity to inspire change, reformu-
late feminist ideas, and reimagine feminist aesthetics. The essays, artis-
tic pieces, and interviews we gathered aim to explore the role of art and 
visual culture in contemporary feminist movements as well as artistic 
practices by feminist artists. In the tradition of Hilary Robinson’s and 
Maria Buszek’s 2019 Companion to Feminist Art, we want to explore 
feminist art not as a rigid classification of a certain type of art, but as 

“the space where feminist politics and the domain of art-making inter-
sect” (1). By including a range of essays, interviews, and artistic contri-
butions, this volume probes various perspectives. Many contributions 
highlight the role of intersectionality in feminist art and address the 
ongoing challenges of inclusivity and diversity in feminist movements. 
In bringing together the diverse strands of thought and practice that 
contemporary feminist art and culture embrace, we hope to contribute 
to ongoing discussions at the intersection of art and feminist politics.
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This collection does not follow a strict order or thematic progression. 
The free arrangement of academic essays, interviews, activist pieces, and 
artistic contributions will, we hope, allow readers to draw their own 
conclusions, to make connections, and to discover new ideas beyond 
prescribed frameworks. 

The editors’ interview with Angelique Szymanek opens the collec-
tion. As a professor of art and architecture with a strong scholarly inter-
est in feminist art and histories of sexual violence, Szymanek delivered 
a fantastic keynote at the conference. In lieu of a more formal paper, we 
asked Angelique Szymanek to explore some of her ideas in the form of 
an interview with us. The interview raises key questions and concerns 
that many of the following pieces will explore in more detail, such as 
the relationship between the impact of social media on the dynamics 
of sharing and viewing art – and especially images of sexual violence 

–, the inherent conflict between the aesthetic value of an art piece and 
its political agenda, and the connection between feminist movements 
and feminist art. 

The next essay takes us to second wave feminist interventions. With 
her concept of the ‘messy archive,’ Sophie Anna Holzberger takes a 
unique approach to the clash of political struggles evident in fem-
inist movements of the 1970s. Holzberger’s analysis of the 1968 film 
Up Against the Wall, Miss America brings to light the contradictions 
and tensions that often become manifest in protest movements and the 
necessity of media activism when it comes to legacy.

Hanna Sophia Hörl’s “Guerilla Girls Artivism: The Mixed Blessing 
of ‘MASK-ulinity’ and the Death of the Artist” takes a closer look at the 
famous feminist collective, the Guerilla Girls. Hörl critically assesses 
the collective’s use of anonymity: Do the infamous gorilla masks ques-
tion and subvert the idea of white male authorship? Or might they 
also conceal the [lack of] diversity and individualism present amongst 
female artists? In her essay, Hörl acknowledges the Guerilla Girls tre-
mendous success but raises important questions with regard to the 
effectiveness of strategies of ‘mask-ulinity’.

In the interview “Blurring Nipples on Instagram: Sophia Süß-
milch on Navigating Today’s Art World”, Sophia Süßmilch provides 
insights into her approach to art as well as into contemporary devel-
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opments within the art scene in which she has grown as an artist. The 
conversation between Amelie Starke and Süßmilch highlights the  
ongoing struggle of female artists against dominant hegemonic struc-
tures and the internal conflicts that can arise from having to operate 
within them. 

Mark Olival-Bartley’s “Ekphrasis” is an original poem written 
exclusively for this collection and inspired, in part, by Süßmilch’s art. 
“Ekphrasis” evokes lush imagery and creates a dialogue between Gus-
tave Courbet’s controversial 1866 painting The Origin of the World and 
Sophia Süßmilch’s 2018 painting Der Ursprung der Welt (the female 
gaze). 

The next contribution is by Tamar Beruchashvili, a multi-media art-
ist based in Munich. In her photographic and video art, Beruchashvili 
explores the unstable boundaries between digital and analog spaces, 
and between the self and the other. The works she has contributed 
to this anthology invite the viewer to look at current feminist issues 
through her perspective as an emerging young artist. 

Rupali Naik’s open letter “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, But 
It Will Be Livestreamed” explores the surge of social media activism in 
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Against the background 
of her own interests in feminist theory and her experience as an Insta-
gram activist, Naik weighs the advantages and shortcomings of online 
activism, ultimately stressing social media’s potential to inspire mean-
ingful change.

Xinrui Jiang’s essay “Appropriation and Subversion: Black Humor 
in the Photo-Text Artworks of Carrie Mae Weems and Lorna Simpson” 
explores differences and similarities between the two artists’ employ-
ment of humor. Her analysis also takes a deeper look at how these two 
artists use humor in their works to appropriate harmful stereotypes of 
Black women and, in doing so, subvert those stereotypes and redirect 
hostility. 

Melina Haberl explores the intersections between racial stereo-
types and female bodies. Her analysis of Kara Walker’s 2014 sculpture 

“A Subtlety” demonstrates how art can be a powerful tool to challenge 
both racial stereotypes and normative beauty ideals. Haberl effectively 
demonstrates that politicizing the stereotypes and tropes that are 
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applied to women who do not adhere to broad and detrimental beauty 
ideals can be a powerful tool in challenging and countering such ideals. 

Joyce Osagie delves into the significance of Black hair and notions 
of ‘going natural’ in her essay through her analysis of Nakeya Brown’s 
photography. By focusing on Black hair and its role in Black woman-
hood and femininity, Osagie reveals important insights into the Black 
female experience as well as the need to disrupt longstanding aesthetic 
norms that can prove harmful in their incitements to conform. 

“On Community, Intersectionality, and Forging One’s Space in the 
Art World” is the title of Sakina Shakil Gröppmaier’s interview with 
Nimra and Manahil Bandukwala. In the interview, the two Paki-
stani-Canadian artists, writers, and educators discuss their lives as 
young artists, the importance of intersectionality, and how they navi-
gate patriarchal and hegemonic structures in the art world and beyond.

Next is “WOMXN” a poetic collage that artivist Dannie Snyder cre-
ated for this anthology. Snyder’s collage is a unique exploration of the 
contribution of women poets to feminism in the United States. Snyder 
combines the visual and the textual to traverse questions on the label of 
‘feminism’ and provoke a rethinking of the use of the term. Her collage, 
in essence, is a compelling provocation that encourages us to re-exam-
ine our own notions of feminist thought. 

“a veiled ci|vil war” and “Mammillaria” are the titles of Penelope 
Kemekenidou’s artivist contributions to this collection. Accompanied 
by a brief biographical introduction, Kemekenidou delivers two pow-
erfully personal pieces that reflect on her cultural identity as a child of 
Greek migrants in Germany as well as her socialist activism. Her poetic 
exploration of early childhood memories depicts her experiences of 
alienation and her struggle to find solidarity and community, despite 
shared experiences of oppression and histories lost. 

Next is an essay by art historian Tonia Andresen entitled “Spaces 
of Power: The Video Borderhole by Amber Bemak and Nadia Grana-
dos as a Queer-Feminist Critique of the U.S.-Mexico Border, Gendered 
Violence and the Media.” In her essay, Andresen explores how media 
artists Amber Bemak and Nadia Granados artistically engage with the 
U.S. Mexico Border space through their video Borderhole. In a fascinat-
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ing analysis, Andresen interrogates the role of gender, race, class, and 
queerness with regard to questions of territory and the female body.
In “#ApsáalookeFeminist: Space and Representation in the Art of 
Wendy Red Star,” Melissa Schlecht highlights the important roles of 
Native American women artists against their erasure from art history 
through her analysis of Wendy Red Star’s photographic work. Focusing 
on questions of space and representation, Schlecht shows how Red Star 
exposes the racist and sexist nature of the white male gaze and how the 
Crow artist creates digital feminist spaces – like the hashtag #Apsáa-
lookeFeminist – to empower Indigenous women artists.

The last essay of this anthology is Laura Purdy’s “Come on, Barbie, 
Let’s Go Dismantle the Patriarchy: A Radical Feminist Critique of Bar-
bie’s YouTube Vlogs.” Purdy critically examines the online presence 
of Barbie as a neo-liberal feminist with post-feminist sentiments. By 
assessing Barbie’s YouTube vlogs from a radical feminist perspective, 
she extracts the critical aspects of Barbie’s increasing politicization and 
online presence today.

Our closer is a powerful piece of songwriting by Joanna King. King’s 
song takes inspiration from notable feminist artists, both visual and lit-
erary. Entitled “Georgia’s Bloom,” a direct reference to Georgia O’Keefe, 
King weaves together her personal experiences of adolescence with allu-
sions to feminist learnings that are undeniably relevant today.

We would like to thank Lehre@LMU for generously funding both 
the conference and this volume. We would also like to extend a special 
thank you to all the scholars, students, artists, and activists for making 
the conference such a memorable event. We sincerely and profoundly 
thank all our contributors; we truly appreciate the amount of work, 
effort, and heart you have put into these compelling pieces for this col-
lection, all while operating under strict deadlines. For creating the won-
derful artwork for both the conference and the cover of this book, we 
would like to thank the artist TL Papa. Last but not least, an enormous 
thank you to Stephanie Berens for her immense support throughout 
the proofreading process.
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“Disrupting Patterns”:  
An Interview with Angelique Szymanek 

Megan Bosence, Sakina Shakil Gröppmaier,  
Bärbel Harju, Amelie Starke

Dr. Angelique Szymanek is an art historian at Hobart & William Smith 
Colleges in Geneva, New York. Since she is an expert on feminist art 
and has researched histories of sexual violence and the representation 
of the female body in art, we invited Dr. Szymanek to give the keynote 
address at the conference “Where My Girls At? Contemporary Femi-
nist Art” and were thrilled when she agreed to come to Munich in July 
2020. Unfortunately, the Corona pandemic cut short her Fulbright stay 
in Scotland and she returned to the United States in early 2020. We 
decided to move our conference online so that Dr. Szymanek could 
deliver the keynote through an online video conference tool. In her 
opening keynote, entitled “Whose Feminism?”, Dr. Szymanek insight-
fully set the stage for our conference and raised many urgent questions 
that we continued to come back to over the course of the conference. In 
her analysis of Joy Poe’s Rape Performance (1979) as a vital – yet mar-
ginalized – contribution to feminist art in the 1970s, she sketched the 
[lingering] limits of “what was, and what remains, image-able when it 
comes to sexual violence.”1

This interview, conducted via email by the editors of this collec-
tion, provides further insight into Dr. Szymanek’s research interests. On 
behalf of all participants, we would like to hereby thank Dr. Angelique 
Szymanek for her outstanding contribution to the conference and this 
collection of essays.

1  Cf. the conference program: https://www.amerikanistik.uni-muenchen.de/aktuelles/
veranstaltungen/cfp-contemporary-feminist-art/conference-program-ext.pdf
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The editors: Can you tell us a bit about yourself, your academic back-
ground, and your interests in contemporary art and feminism?

Angelique Szymanek: I graduated with a Master’s in Art History from 
the State University at Buffalo in New York in 2009 and completed a 
PhD in Art History from Binghamton University in 2015. My path in 
the discipline began rather far afield from contemporary feminist art. 
It began in ancient Greece. In 2008, I participated in an archeological 
survey on the island of Crete wherein I spent a month hiking through 
the countryside in search of traces of late Bronze Age habitation, mostly 
in the form of pottery shards and stone tools. While I relished this expe-
rience, I couldn’t help but feel like the work was not the right fit for me. 
Later that year I took a course entitled Gender and Display with a person 
who remains a valued mentor and friend, Dr. Elizabeth Otto. It was in 
this class that I was able to identify the pieces that were missing from 
my previous engagements with art history. I was confronted, for the first 
time in my education, with a close and critical account of the colonial 
imperatives of the discipline. I came to understand much more clearly 
the ways that power shapes the histories and narratives that are visible 
and was called upon to consider the vital role that art has played in 
either perpetuating or disrupting dominant discourses around cultural 
production. Feminist art, to my mind, is a disruption. I knew almost 
instantly that, if I were going to continue in this discipline, this was the 
kind of work that I wanted to be doing: disrupting.

In your keynote address at our conference, you discussed the “inher-
ent violence of [naming art] ‘feminist.’” Could you elaborate on 
that, also in light of who chooses to name art ‘feminist’ – critics, 
art historians, activists, or the artists themselves? Could the quali-
fier ‘feminist’ also be considered to be empowering and useful as an  
analytical tool? 

Naming of any kind is a violent act in so far as it is inherently an act of 
exclusion. It simultaneously, however, can be an act of care, commu-
nity-building, and a call for visibility. As many BIPOC scholars, art-
ists, and activists have been articulating for years, feminism has a long  


