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CHAPTER 7: Processes towards the Exhibition

Where does one begin?

As the King of Hearts said, “Begin at the beginning…”
(Carroll, 1996:114)

7.1 Video Documentation of the Women’s Forum. (Appendix B)

To actively defy the gaze and create visibility for women, I planned to
document the current voices of the women from the North of Queensland using
the headings explored in this thesis. I had considered using a series of
questionnaires or record observations of individual women in the Cairns area.
What appeals to my female sensibility is the more casual North Queensland
practice of holding an informal gathering with a diverse group of women of
varying ages and social backgrounds. My final choice is a relaxed social
environment, more suited to address the topics in this thesis. By documenting
this forum I provide a local context, create interaction and develop awareness
for a dialogue towards empowerment.

A video film of a forum examining the role of women in North Queensland is
then presented for viewing at the exhibition. It links all headings discussed in
the thesis, to the experiences in the lives of the women attending. By examining
the headings visually I also include current, local rhetoric for the headings
violence, power, authority, internal dialogue and empowerment. The loop tape
is set to play throughout the exhibition to increase visibility of women from the
Far North Queensland and include their thoughts and experiences of the issues
discussed, consistent with the aims of the research.

7.2  Rationale for Process

This chapter documents the different stages in process for creating this
exhibition, the conceptual analyses that drive the work and the technical
experiments that resulted in my final decisions for the presentation of this
exhibition. It also examines the rationale underlying the final decisions for
choice of venues, installation and hanging.
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7.2.1 Choice of Venue

When the Cairns Regional Gallery called for artists’ proposals for its exhibitions
under the Community Artists Program in 2004. I submitted an application that
was successful and resulted in an exhibition timeslot in April 2004. The choice
of venues impacts on the final decision making process for the exhibition with
constraints placed through lack of equipment and the availability of space and
layout that may require changes and modifications for the final presentation of
work.

I also started investigating a touring schedule and asked for expressions of
interest from other regional galleries in Queensland. I had prior experience in
touring exhibitions and knew how far ahead an artist needs to plan to book the
venues, negotiate artists’ fees and seek funding for touring. To fulfil academic
requirements and remain consistent with arts funding policies I kept the
touring program separate. As a result, six tours were planned for the year 2005
and 2006. The venues were chosen for the existing infrastructure as part of the
Regional Galleries Association, with an inbuilt professional framework, clear
contracts and efficient promotional facilities familiar to me from previous tours.

To coincide with the touring exhibitions and as a strategy for inclusion I also
planned workshops for audience building with diverse communities such as
the Migrant Settlement Services to enable me to reach people from other
communities who are not likely to access the mainstream art networks. The tour
had specific conditions where solutions for installation were according to
individual size and layout. Accordingly, each gallery had specific requirements
for the design of invitations for printing. However, due to the large financial
outlay in repeated printing costs, I chose to keep the catalogue only as a single
printing run. At each venue, the logos would be printed individually as labels
to fulfil requirements for the sponsors and funding bodies.

7.2.2 Decision Making

I acknowledge, that for the purpose of this documentation, it is appropriate to
provide an ordered and logical approach although that is not the way I always
work. Indeed, the aesthetic process does not necessarily take a direct problem-
solving path, beginning with an issue to which the artist applies skills and
techniques to find solutions. The order in which decisions are made may be
haphazard and is not always linear, sometimes based on chanced findings.
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Sometimes answers present themselves after one is committed to a different
path. It is then another part of the decision making to make the choice to re-
examine the whole work to find the best outcome.

The decisions to enlist speakers at the opening were made according to their
knowledge base and the contribution to further dialogue on the gaze. The
opening speaker by Anneke Silver (Associate Professor, College of Music and
Visual Arts) was made in her capacity as supervisor with knowledge of process
and the Honourable Desley Boyle MP, (Minister for Local Government,
Planning, Environment and Women) was appropriate choice as Minister for
Women to formally declare the exhibition open. The third speaker was my
daughter as the third generational gaze for her input, looking at me, looking at
my mother

 While the conceptual decision itself points to particular qualities in materials to
support the work, it is nevertheless, the decisions in execution, arrangement
and placement over which one has final control. Decisions are taken to create
art works from principles derived as personal strategies over years of exhibiting
where the focus is on communicating the exhibition aims most effectively to an
audience.

There are also occasions when decisions for installations have to be revised
because a venue lacks equipment necessary for the initial decision. For example
in the Cairns Regional Gallery there were no digital projectors to show the
Bollywood film. I had designed the film to be reflected over the installation so
that it reflected back from the mirror. I compromised by using slides available
in this gallery and isolating the image in darkness away from the other
installations. I had to modify and move away from my initial decision to suit
conditions in the gallery. This problem emerged again in Townsville and this
installation had to be modified according to conditions in each location.

In some cases, the decision not to take a particular path seems as important as
the path to which, one finally commits. For example, I had examined the works
of Norman Rockwell, particularly, Girl at the Mirror (Plate 6.4.3) to examine the
play between positions of the object and the subject through the male gaze and
the dialogue about self -image.

I found a convex mirror like the one used on roads to see around corners and
worked directly on it to emulate the same interaction of the subject and object
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but found the style too painterly. It detracted from the inherent message by
focussing on the application rather than the underlying content. The process
was also too dated as a style for the contemporary analysis I was seeking to
convey and would have stood out within the body of work. I abandoned it
preferring work that uses a system of semiotics that relies on the tension
inferred between imagery and text or by making metaphorical links as
discussed earlier. (Plate 5.4.3, Reprocessing Perceptions)

7.2.3 Text as Visual Imagery

As a printmaker I am fascinated by text as images, much like the calligraphic
text is to the Arabic world. (Plate 7.2.1) I have seen them in Muslim religious
shops with embellished colours and framed as representations of the word of
God.

.
Plate 7.2.1: Arabic text ‘God is Great’

Much later I chanced upon the illuminated texts from the West where I made
the same visual connections of the elevated status of textual imagery. The use of
text also embeds meanings in the work and is a device used to elicit visual
response in the viewer as discussed in Chapter 6.4.1. This strategy can use
language to impart in an essence or an insight to cue the audience, for example
for the verbal and cultural context of the Koranic texts in Cultural Window. (Plate
8.1.17) The text, even if undecipherable, is recognised as Islamic text sufficient
to cue Western audiences, while still relevant to the Islamic audiences in
Australia.

I also group words to find differences and similarities between them. I
deliberately seek doing words that convey restrictions, violence and reflect
power relationships in complicit behaviour and subservience. I make a running
list in my diary for later use, for example from the words below, the title Con
words was constructed to focus attention on the conditions endured by women.
Each word beginning with Con as prefix, also insinuates that women are duped
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or conned. Through humorous puns, the deliberate play on words uncover
patriarchal agenda.

conform

confine

confuse

concede

conceal

contain

constrict

constrain

condescend

control

7.3 Conceptual Analyses towards Iconography

The global hangers in the conceptual framework presented in 6.4.2 translate
into visual iconography for this exhibition. Figure 7.3.1 below documents the
visual translation from the concepts to individual pieces of work
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THE GAZE



GOAL: To subvert through Art Practice


STIMULI

• Sati (Virtuous
Woman)

• Acquiescence
• Sacrifice
• Privileged Gaze
• Multiple Gaze
• States of Being
• Religious Gaze

•  Con Words
• Bollywood Gaze
•  Black & White
• Glass Ceiling
• Lower your Gaze
•  Gaze1
• Fractured Gaze
• Questioning Gaze
• Her gaze created the

boundaries for my
behaviour

•  Hope Chest

• Cultural Window 1
• Cultural Window 2
• Cultural Window 3
• Cultural Window 4
• Family Values



THE RECLAIMED GAZE

Visual Verbal Cultural

Installation
Assemblage
Photography
Painting
Drawing
Video

↓

Text
Words

↓

Religious codes/Precepts

•  Foot binding
• Screening/ Veiling
•  Widow Burning
• Leg Stretching
•  Dress codes

/Fashion

↓

Installation & Assemblage


EXHIBITED WORKS

Figure 7.3.1: Conceptual Analysis towards Visual Iconography

7.3.1 Exploration of the Gaze
One is aware of the variety of responses in looking and conscious that its
analysis depends on the experience and internal dialogue of the audience. In
The Visual Dialogue, Knobler (1966) argues that interaction cannot take place
between an art object and observer unless certain conditions are met:

These conditions are the ability of the observer to perceive and
comprehend those aspects of the object or experience that contributes
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to aesthetic satisfaction and a receptive attitude on the part of the
observer.
(Knobler, 6:1966)

As the main objective of the artist is to communicate with the audience,
the artist requires the work to provide clarity, depth and to be presented
in an environment where the audience is able to engage effectively by
grasping the intent of the artist. The clear conceptual intent dominates this
body of visual research.

7.3.2 Unpacking the Methodological Positions

Chapter 6 on methodology sets out various positions like, the subject, the object,
the narrator and the protagonist from the theoretical analysis and my visual
research to create a cohesive visual analysis. To illustrate my research visually,
these positions in looking have to actively involve the audience.

As an exercise, translating concepts into art and turning intangibles to create a
meaningful exchange with the audience is fraught with danger. I have
researched other artists who have actively dealt with aspects of reclaiming
bodies and images in historical and contemporary sources to arrive at my own
solutions.

I realise that when I use imagery using universal concepts, there is a danger of
continuing the reinforcing of cultural stereotypes and in body politics. There is
also an inherent struggle between public and private domains and my
challenge is to integrate them in the context of my rhetoric, to clarify subjective
and objective positions.

7.4 Visually Unpacking the Gaze: As Subject

To find the context of the gaze, the eyes are the primary source of the gaze and
thus the starting point of my realisation of self as a child. To support John
Berger’s (1972) statement:

Soon after we can see, we are aware that we can also be seen. The
eye of the other combines with our own eye to make it fully
credible that we are part of the visible world.
(Berger, 1972: 9)
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I decide on a childhood photograph, (Plate 7.4.1) which displays an open
enquiring stare as a context for the chronological point in the narrative. I draw
on the same iconographic codes that I used to inform past works on my identity
in the exhibition Alice in the Interface (1998). In doing so, I maintain continuity
from past works, where I had used the same image as a context of innocence
and curiosity for my identity as the child Alice.

Plate 7.4.1: Myself as the Child Alice, 1954, photograph detail

The processes that unfold the conceptual analysis and the technical provisions
for hanging are described later.

7.4.1 Questioning Gaze (Plate 8.1.2)

My decisions for the following artworks are derived from conceptually
unpacking personal narratives in the thesis to form visual imagery. In this
exhibition, the sole focus is the gaze so I decide to use the cropped image
of my eyes from the above reference to illustrate the first encounter of the
gaze in my narrative. The phrases, ”I begin this narrative by
remembering… the way, as a child”; “I rested my questioning gaze upon
my mother, not always understanding her actions,” written at the
beginning of my thesis are chosen as text to underpin the meaning for the
work and provides the leader into the narrative.
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In my art diary I experiment with various positioning and arrangements for the
eyes, (Plate 7.4.2) to impart a child’s ‘questioning gaze’. So I trace back to a
moment in my memory to encapsulate it in visual form. A photograph of
myself as a child was used previously to articulate innocence. I try working
with just the eyes but it is not enough to capture the innocence of a child’s open
gaze. I then include a larger section to capture the necessary countenance. (Plate
8.1.2)

Plate 7.4.2: Diary Notes 1

7.4.2 Her Gaze Created the Boundaries for my Behaviour. (Plate: 8.1.3)

A piece of roundel glass had surfaced during my collecting phase. It is a piece
of glass that fell off a moulded glass container and cut my daughter’s foot
badly. Like a bower- bird, while cleaning the floor of the blood and glass I had
kept the glass roundel, knowing that it could be of use later.

The glass mimics a convex lens of the eye and the text builds the relationship in
the visual dialogue between my mother and myself. It has restrained simplicity
and has high impact; the arresting gaze of the child holds the gaze of the
onlooker. I could have used a flat circular form but this method aptly provides
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the distortion in the image so vital to indicate filters in looking. I also use binder
medium to assemble the various components and to combine text with imagery
on the flat surface. The possibilities for mounting are discussed below. A set of
works forms a relationship with each other as a visual metaphor for the
relationship between my mother and me. Within the power discourse of mother
and child, it naturally follows that my mother’s gaze is the next point of
reference as her attitudes and values defined my behaviour as a child.

To make obvious the connections between the two works, I decide to keep the
two in the same format and style. The roundels of found glass still stand alone
as self-contained objects and create a deliberate metaphor for the eye. Similar to
the piece discussed previously, I use binder medium and assemble a fragment
of the photograph of my mother’s eyes and combine it with text. (Plate 7.5.1)
This image is necessary to establish the power relations between the two
subjects. I decide to convey the difference between the two objects and impart
the difference in time through sepia tones.

Given the need to develop a safe strategy for hanging this mixed media piece, I
investigate different hanging systems like plate hangers and wire and try a
variety of glues to adequately keep the works together. With each method
resulting in failure, I design a bracket welded in sheet metal that then holds the
piece to be, neatly, hung.

7.4.3 Family Values (Plate 8.1.4)

Keeping the circle as consistent format for the gaze, I identify the values that
scaffold our family’s behaviour. The words family honour, obedience, duty and
sacrifice ring loud as the main elements, far surpassing love and happiness. I use
these words as the underpinning text. I use mixed media and collage techniques
to wrap the words, family honour, obedience, duty and sacrifice, around a
circle.

I print the words on acid free rice paper for its archival properties. This gives a
seamless image when layered. I assemble the final image on to a chine collé print
on gold paper. The choice of gold, used sparingly, is a deliberate and tried
strategy in printmaking to seduce the audience, to draw attention to the small
work.
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7.4.4 Gaze 1 (Plate 8.1.5)

While there were many other points of references for dissonance in perceptions
for my adult gaze, I select a photograph chosen as a significant moment in my
memory when the gaze played a vital role. This image, however, succinctly
made connections between myself, my culture and demonstrates the power
relations in my family.

My imminent wedding to a white foreigner caused a major stir in my family
where cultural boundaries were challenged. On the night before my wedding,
the family mafia had the opportunity to make their attitudes felt. They voiced
displeasure at being compelled to attend a cross-cultural travesty (the wedding)
at this family gathering. Although they did not want to sanction my deviation
from traditional values in the society by their attendance they did not want to
miss the curiosity show. They were making pointed comments aloud about
whether they should indeed attend. The heightened awareness of the multiple
gazes of my kinfolk and the curious displeasure of my elders remain etched in
my mind as a reminder of the rigidity of society’s gaze.

Many processes could have signposted this moment as a fragment of visual
memory. My decision to use glass to best represent the dialogue on perceptions
wins over all the other processes like printmaking or drawing. This is because
the transparency of glass lends itself to assemblage so that the work is viewed
through the slumped glass. I use the text ‘gaze’ as the essence of the meaning to
provide the visual clue on the glass. I assemble the digital photo image of
myself on canvas, wearing the Indian wedding paraphernalia and showing the
necessary averted gaze (discussed later) to position my cultural difference. (Plate
7.4.3) As a device it gives the cultural cues for the gaze and frames the reference
to time. I also decide to use the pre-slumped glass and frame the entire
assemblage over a slab of glass as a fragment.
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Plate 7.4.3: Diary Notes 2

7.4.5 Lower your Gaze (Plate 8.1.6)

This work was created to highlight areas of gender inequality. The cultural
requirement is for a woman to take a subordinate posture during the wedding
ceremony and the look of obeisance is mandatory in the ceremony to indicate
purity, chastity and obedience. This was pointed out to me just before the
ceremony. No such requirement existed for my male counterpart. I use the
same photograph, digitally transferred on to canvas, (Plate 8.1.6), under an old
found bevelled mirror frame that clearly includes the reflection of the gaze of
the onlooker thus including both positions in looking. Again I employ text,
‘Lower your Gaze’, to convey the cultural requirement for subservience to the
audience.

7.4.6 Fractured Gaze (Plate 8.1.7)

I search for visual means to communicate the lack of transparency and the
many covert perceptions in society. I first experiment with plastics and layer
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them by gluing them together to create varying degrees of transparency. The
results are messy with the glue more visible than the suggestion I am trying to
make. I continue to experiment with this by assembling varying thickness of
glass. When working with glass I chanced upon layers of cracked glass slivers
on the newspaper, covering worktable to protect the table. Looking at text
through cracked glass revealed distorted images. I found this an appropriate
visual image to impart the covert nature of the gaze to unpack the theoretical
issues that remain embedded in the gaze.

I decide to use sharp fragments or shards of glass to impart the danger
contained in the gaze and position them on another grided plane of assembled
glass to decrease the visibility further. I add the word gaze at the centre of the
slab yet again to provide a consistent visual clue for the audience. (Plate 8.1.7)
This time the image is only just visible. Degrees of subtleties can be imparted
through various levels of opacity of the glass. Using fusing techniques, I tack
the assembled fragments on a layer of glass in the kiln for firing.

The work needed to be mounted on a wall to be viewed from a distance with
unobstructed, clean lines to view the subtleties embedded in this work. I
investigate a variety of options for hanging… expensive stainless steel lugs that
could give the work a contemporary look or welded steel brackets to hold the
glass so that they are each mounted individually. The cost of the stainless steel
was prohibitive for the many pieces of work I intend to make, and the steel
brackets interfered with the final image. So I settle instead on finally assembling
work onto a 10 mm tablet of glass, (400 x 280 mm), getting all the slabs
predrilled for mounting straight onto the wall to achieve consistency for
hanging. With minimum interference to the image and for maximum impact, I
used cheaper bathroom mirror screws (easily available in hardware shops), to
simplify the hanging.

7.4.7  Religious Gaze (Plate 8.1.8)

I decide to include religious codes, from a Hindu precept, widely seen on
entrance doorways in Indian homes. As an idea it has its origins from images of
tabernacles and tablets from the movie The Ten Commandments. Without
being too overt, I decide to embed a brass mantra, available from Indian
grocery supplies, into a glass slab. I take a chance (the fusing of metal in glass
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has different annealing temperatures and can shatter) and slump the beaten
metal in layers of glass to elevate the religious word

7.4.8 Thread Testing Glass for Compatibility

The compatibility (coefficient of thermal expansion rating) is important so that
when fusing glass the pieces of glass become a single entity and react to the
cooling as one. Varying coefficients create a strain on the glass when
contracting. Glass has its own peculiarities and it is important to take notice of
the process hence I test the process; heat, pull off and create a thread. Unequal
coefficients will curve. Equal coefficients remain straight. I fuse long pieces of
cut clear glass and add a subtle nuance of coloured glass to lift the image. I test
fire it in the kiln and it worked sufficiently, to be included for the final work.
The open weave of glass shards allow some reading of the brass mantra,
however, sections of it melt and flatten so that some impressions of the intaglio
remain faint. The results have a unique alchemic appeal. To embellish it, I tie
gold threads on to the work before mounting it on to the predrilled tablet. (400
x 280 mm)

7.4.9 Privileged Gaze (Plate 8.1.9)

Krishna occupies a privileged position in the Mahabharata (300 B.C.-200A.D)
and is the role model for many Hindu boys who grow up with stories of his
antics. He is portrayed as the lover who flirts incorrigibly with the Gopis or
milkmaids and steals their heart. The irresistible sound of his flute is the call for
devotion (or bakti) to him. I examine the many Hindu epics for a similar
portrayal of a female antithesis and I find none. To highlight this inequality in
religious texts, I take an open latex cast of a wooden Krishna with his Gopis to
make an open mould using casting techniques in glass. As my anxiety
increases, I realise it is due to the lack of expertise rather than lack of
confidence. I decide to relax and let the process drive the result. I become more
methodical and measure carefully the dry mixture to water. After many
attempts I put my failures down to the humidity during the Queensland wet
season.

The moulds drying on shelves in my verandah are also ruined by the onset of
sudden driving rain. The moulds also absorb moisture from the air and ruin the
texture of the mould and reveal a need for finite balance between dry mixture
and water.
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There is no better way to learn than to immerse myself in this complex process.
As an alternative I investigate a commercial compound called gelfix that gives a
better definition. The gelfix is available as a solid block, when heated becomes a
creamy liquid latex. (Plate 7.4.4) This material produces good definition.

This is poured over the positive impression to create a negative form for a
defined wax cast. The refactory mould is cast over this and the wax is steamed
out to receive crushed glass to be kiln formed.

Plate 7.4.4 Gelfix Latex Moulds
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Plate 7.4.5: Leaking Molten Glass

Occasionally, the unpredictable molten glass leaks out in the kiln. (Plate 7.4.5)
To avoid the arduous task of grinding back, one has to take extra care with
containing the shape as effectively as possible.

7.4.10 Sacrifice (Plate 8.1.10)

At the gate of Meherangarh, a fort in Jodhpur, are clusters of handprints of
women, each a symbol of Sati. Sati literally means ‘virtuous woman’. As a
voluntary act of immolation the wife sacrifices herself on the husband’s funeral
pyre to redeem herself and the sins of her husband. As the wife left their home
to the funeral pyre each sati would place her handprint on the wall. The imprint
was carved into stone and anointed with red dye and silver lead. These
handprints left a lasting impression on my mind on a visit to India. I clearly
remembered myself saying, ’Are there any instances where a man has
committed a similar sacrifice for a woman?’ There was only silence.

During the research on sacrifice the handprints of the women in Jodhpur stayed
in my mind and I decided to include them, to highlight the role of women and
the sacrifice imposed on them by society. I first decided to make the image in
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papier maché and colour it with pigments but, when I chose glass as the medium,
I looked for other glass processes that best represented the sacrifice.

To demonstrate the notion of sacrifice as an acquiescent role for women I
wanted this image to be in the exhibition. Interestingly as an image there were
parallels between these symbols on the walls and the henna stencils used in
Hindu marriage ceremony. I saw the paradox between the sacrifice and the
celebration of the wedding where emphasis is placed on women to demonstrate
loyalty, virtue and devotion, through sacrifice, by giving up even, one’s life.

Three wax casts of plastic henna hand-stencils are made to form the impression
of three open palms to demonstrate the values revered in Hindu women. On
the two palms, I carve the words loyalty and virtue (as negative sculpture forms)
and to the third, I add a wax impression of Durga, goddess of strength. To make
a plaster cast of this assemblage, these are all arranged as a positive 3-D image
on a flat baking tray about 4 cm in depth. The plaster and silica mix is poured
over this.

When the mould is dry, a week later, the wax is melted out with sharp bursts of
steam from a cappuccino maker to which I attach a fine tube for accuracy. Using
this method, I carefully flush the corners with more steam and clean the mould
thoroughly. I then fire the refractory mould with a mound of glass. To vary the
opacity of the glass in the work to highlight the figure, I use fine powder size
ground glass and gradually increase the size of larger chips of glass because the
finer the glass, the more opaque the results. The Goddess Durga is portrayed in
red and yellow tones and I choose the same colours for visual recognition. (Plate
8.1.10) The final mounting is secured with UV glue on the standardized sized
glass tablet (400 x 280 mm).

7.4.11 Multiple Gaze (Plate 8.1.11)

At the beginning of my research as an inclusive strategy for the women in the
forum, I start collecting images of eyes as the basis for the universal theme of
multiple gazes. I photograph and include the eyes of every female with whom I
have dialogue on the subject of the gaze. Later, I decide to include women from
various age groups and diverse cultures to represent a universal application. I
narrow the image to the eyes, as it is the focal point of investigation. This is a
conscious decision to remove the body and to give anonymity to faces and
avoid references to body politics. I plan to include them assembled in a tiled
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composition. The black and white version has a stronger impact than the
coloured one.

Digitally, I rework the photos through Adobe Photoshop to sharpen the images
so that the printout on the canvas is of high resolution. To achieve a large-scale
image, the assembled eyes are then printed on canvas on a large commercial
printer to be mediated further and remain consistent as a body of work. When I
framed it onto a stretcher, I found the image too clean when placed with all the
other works. I decided to collage onto it, the same cotton hand loomed fabric
used on the mannequin as a method of uniting the body of works. I stained the
edges a neutral grey to reduce the graphic quality of a white edge and worked
back into the original image.

7.4.12 Acquiescence (Plate 8.1.12)

This image was the last photograph I had taken of my mother with my father. I
selected this image as a metaphor for her life as I perceived it. In the
photograph, she looks away, locked in her own dreams of release from this life.
My father’s gaze is dominant and his presence takes centre stage, while she sits
as the insignificant other. I used three frames to impart this progression to
insignificance and digitally worked them as one image. In each subsequent
frame my mother fades further as an image and this is printed on canvas using
a large commercial printer.

7.4.13 Sati: Virtuous Woman (Plate 8.1.1)

This work was made during my grieving for my mother. I use a photo of her
that is chosen for its quiet dignity and reflect on the final moments of her time.
It is my final goodbye to a parent.

The photograph of my mother is digitally overlayed into a Persian design and
mounted on a silk-screened mirror to reflect the gaze of the community and to
include the audience as reflection. The word sati (virtuous woman) frames her
image and restores her status.

7.5 Visually Unpacking the Gaze: As Object

To unpack body politics and convey its dominance in woman’s life I had
fossicked around for fashion industry representations of the ideal figure to
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mediate and found five black mannequins in a second hand shop in Mackay,
Queensland and drove them back to Cairns.

From these, I choose three mannequins and place them in front of three mirrors
to create an installation to emphasise the visual analysis of the variety of
positions in looking. Apart from the position of the object and subject described
previously in Chapter Two, I also include the gaze from the audience as the
third entity. The psychoanalysis of internal dialogue from the positions in
looking, I translate through reflecting self as well as others that project in the
mirrors and provide further directive cues and context using text on mirrors to
engage with the audience.

7.5.1 Bollywood Gaze (Plate 8.1.13)

The artist (I) as protagonist in the narrative uses both positions of the object and
the subject in this installation through the placement of the mirror and
mannequin. A stereotypical Bollywood image stares back at the audience. I
immerse myself as subject to suggest the role of cinema in my life, by using a
papier maché cast of my body, attached to the mannequin to cast the present as a
physical time capsule. The whole installation reflects all the visual, stereotypical
notions of Indianess with tacky jewellery, holi14 pigments and images from slides
or film of Bollywood screen on the work. This is to reinforce wider
psychological influence of the mass culture. In mirrored text, I add my internal
reflections on growing, aging and resembling the shape of my mother.

The text reads:

I gaze at myself; I have evolved, changed and comfortably slipped into this
body that I do not even recognise as mine.

It refuses to accommodate or adjust; it can no longer function as an object of
shame, duty or desire. It has outgrown many forms and many identities in
its journey.

It now begins to resemble that familiar shape of sadness and
acquiescence…of my mother.

                                                
14 An Indian spring festival throwing coloured pigments or coloured water on friends and

strangers alike



172

Yet, it is different…it is aware of many choices, but which one should it
make?
(Victoire, Diary Notes)

These words are collaged on the front of the torso. On the back of the torso are
collaged posters of the Bollywood classic Mother India. This film is chosen
deliberately as a popular reflection of idealistic values of sacrifice and the way
roles of women are reflected in the film. Consistent with Mulvey’s (1975) film
theories, these films reinforced popular patriarchal values. I remember seeing it
in the cinema as a child with my mother. She constantly referred to it as
examples, in her endless lectures on Indian values and the sacrifices a mother
carried out for the family.

7.5.2 Con Words, (Plate 8.1.14)

In con words, playing on the prefix con, I sandblast a mirror with the words
listed below to describe the body politics through the subject and object. This
strategy is described in Chapter 7.2.3 on text as visual imagery. All these words
echo sentiments of patriarchal control that impact covertly on women’s internal
dialogue,

conform, confine, confuse, conceal, contain, constrict, constrain,
condescend, control

The mannequin gazing into the mirror wears a corset reflecting the ever
tightening straps of society that coerce women into submission. Stereotypical
ideals of ‘chastity, purity and ideals,’ are printed on one side, as opposed to dire
warnings as caricatures for fallen women on the other side of the bodice.

7.5.3 Black and White (Plate 8.1.15)

A similar installation with two positions of subject and object and mirror echoes
the position of the black woman, from the position of difference. Through the
treatment of the surface of the mannequin, using cotton woven fabric used
previously as a unifying device, tension is created between the colours white
and black. The words printed on the mannequins reflect the political position of
the black female as being in terms of the white female. In the Black Female Body,
(Willis and Williams, 2002:1) Lorraine O’Grady describes the position of the
black female body as an oppositional one instead of having her own rights. The
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words below are printed on the mannequin body to serve as explanation for the
treatment of the surface:

The female body in the West is not a unitary sign. Rather, like a coin, it has
an obverse and a reverse: on the one side, it is white, on the other, not-white
or, prototypically, black. The two bodies cannot be separated, nor can one
body be understood in isolation from the other in the West’s metaphoric
construction of ‘woman’.
(O’Grady, 2002: 1)

7.6 As Narrator and Protagonist: Windows as Metaphor

My knowledge of religious constraints placed on women are derived from my
childhood experience in cosmopolitan Malaysia which brought me in direct
contact with Islam, the melding of Confucianism and Buddhism, and
Christianity (in a Catholic school). Hinduism was the religion of my family and
my knowledge of its practice is intermingled with the culture in which I grew
up. As visual analyses of these four main religions in my research, I investigate
the four religions that I explore and experiment with four constructed cedar
windows. With each window it is necessary to reflect in its own cultural style. I
try using specific colours, rice paper patterns and design to reflect the religions.
The windows are shadow boxes divided into sections, each able to be seen as
stand-alone work and I decide on nine compartments. Collectively, they are
able to provide insight into the four explored cultures.

7.6.1. Cultural Window 1 (Plate 8.1.16)

Confucianism, Tao and Buddhist principles dominate Chinese culture. Women
assume subservient roles, remaining in roles where duty and service rule their
life essentially for the pleasure and benefit of their men folk.

The centre panel portrays the Chinese stereotypical female holding a looking
glass with a border of the tiled eyes used earlier in the multiple gazes. The eyes
can reflect the ever- restrictive gaze on women by society. For the
compartments, I experiment with casting glass, as looking glass hand mirrors in
an open mould that continues the theme of the exhibition of the Looking Glass. I
arrange the kiln glass -fired hand mirrors on stands, moulded with text that
echo words as the terms of endearment! As the protagonist, using the title, the
terms of endearment, I use the text, Object of Desire, Chattel, Commodity and
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Artefact. By playing on the words, I comment on the role of women in society
and convey the inherent power issues.

Facing the window, the first shelf to the left holds a pair of three-inch shoes. It is
the Chinese ideal size for women’s feet where the woman is endowed the title
of Golden Lily supposedly as it promised higher sexual gratification for men.
Foot binding was carried out on women to make them desirable to their suitors
and thus to fetch a higher bride price. The remnants of this brutal practice are
still found among immigrant Chinese in Malaysia. As a fashion, the custom of
foot binding served to limit the movement of women for the service of men and
may still be found in Melaka, (Malaysia) among the very elderly Chinese
females.

Below, on canvas are painted images of bandages and feet with the text, Bind,
along with the portrayal of the stereotypical female as advertisement for
cosmetic products. This work supports the initial comment on fashion and body
politics.

On the other side is a similar stereotypical advertisement. However, this shows
the current brutal practice of bone stretching that is carried out in contemporary
China to achieve Western height, to comply with the demands of the modern
fashion models’ market.

Chinese society demands that women are obedient and dutiful as a hierarchical
strategy to restore and maintain social order in the Chinese household. This
stratified use of power is practised on a larger scale in government with civil
servants ((Williams, 1998).

Behind the lower central panel, to highlight the idea that society require women
to serve a lifetime of duty I experiment with crescent-shaped glass, made by
casting an open refractory mould using the text duty to frame this notion,
binding women to a position of service rather than personal fulfilment.

I also investigate all my Chinese found objects that can be mediated to inform
the notion of Chinese culture. Chinese spoons glazed with images of eyes that
relate back to the gaze and I place them to sit directly underneath on both
corners. As red is the colour widely used by the Chinese to signify good luck
and celebrations, I experiment with using cinnabar red as the predominant
colour in this work. The backing in the shelf is lined with red Chinese brocade
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and I include hand drawn, feminist symbols, as a reminder of the rhetoric
behind this work.

7.6.2 Cultural Window 2 (Plate 8.1.17)

In this window, Moorish colours (shades of blue, turquoise) are extensively
used to reflect Islamic tradition. The window analyses concealment and
screening within the Islamic context. The politics of power moves from the
object that is looked at, to the spectator who is actively looking and creates two
positions, namely the act of being veiled, and the act of veiling. Apart from
veiling for reasons of modesty and honour in dress, the word also means to
conceal or cover so that the object or person who is veiled is also denied access
or actively refuses access. The paradox in the perception of concealment as
adornment as opposed to concealing nakedness is seen in the Qur’an, where,
more emphasis is placed on behaviour and attitudes of the wearer than the
clothing itself.

The intention in this work is to reflect the perception of the position of women
in Islamic societies as subordinate. As a plan, I assemble it to the middle panel
in mixed media (Plate 7.6.1) and work on canvas to convey the text behind as a
central theme in this work to impart the denial of visibility for women. To
reflect the intricate jali pattern used in the Middle East and North Indian
architecture, I seek any objects that resemble the pattern and find that jelly
moulds fit the pattern adequately.

In my research on the hijab or purdah, the requirement for women to cover up to
save men from temptation stood out as an area for comment where women are
assigned the responsibility for men’s behaviour in society. I continue in my
search for objects that can be used to reflect degrees of concealment through the
keywords, screen, veil, restrain and curtain for the four corners of the window.
(See Plate 8.1.17). Using commercial sieves to house the intended text, objects
began to serve as alternatives to frames and provide added interest for the work
underneath. To highlight the practice in society where women are made to
assume responsibility the texts, the honour of the family rests with their women and
also that women are socially equal, but morally inferior, are added to the work. In
the long, narrow, end panels, I experiment with using minimal gold
calligraphic text that God is Great to give context to the religious edicts. (Plate
7.2.1)



176

Plate 7.6.1: Diary Notes 3

7.6.3 Cultural Window 3 (Plate 8.1.18)

To echo Indian cultural affiliations, this window is covered with saffron
coloured paisley print silk with a recognisable Indian design. It immediately
provides the Indian context without detracting from the subject matter.

In the two niches at either end, I decide on the sculptural images seen on
temples entrances of apsaras or celestial nymphs who flank the gates of temples
in a servile pose with no alternative, male image. I intend to use a similar image
in the window box to impart female servitude; I select two brass door handles I
had collected previously in my travels, to cast into refractory moulds for this
image. When experimenting with the moulds the fine details in the handles
translate well in open cast glass and I decide to reflect the same character as the
temple apsaras.
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The casting process is described under kiln-fired processes. (Chapter 6.7.1) I
decide to tack fuse the result on to a bed of fused, muted slab of coloured glass
for hanging. For the top centre shelf of the window, I choose the word
acquiescence and make it into a tablet like commandment. It is carved out of wax
and then cast into a mould to be ready for glass. Here I experiment with red
opaque glass to highlight the words and deep amber for the background. I also
create two holes to hang the work instead of risking drilling mishaps. Glass is
an unforgiving material, where time and effort may be lost if the planning
stages are not thorough.

In the centre panel, I decide to subvert the often-displayed religious images that
show women in obeisance to male deities. None exists in sacred imagery for the
feminine counterpart to reinforce the need for men to show respect toward
women in society.

I choose to reverse these roles, with a man in obeisance. The work is reinforced
with the text: ‘Perhaps! Perhaps! Perhaps!’ These words, a deliberate play on a
Doris Day song, reflects the power play in waiting for a male to make decisions
that affect women in relationships with men.

The work on the left establishes that the canonical texts honours the role of
women:

Where women verily are honoured there the gods rejoiced; where however
they are not honoured there all sacred rights prove fruitless…(Manu)
(Narasimhan: 29)

The right section of the window investigates the way, in Indian culture, male
hegemony, translates honour into sacrifice (widow burning) through
immolation by fire (Plate 7.6.2) as the ultimate act of devotion to her husband
thus invalidating the life of the wife. The text from Shuddhitattva that attests to
this sentiment I use to support the imagery for the window:

All the actions of a woman should be the same as that of her husband. If
her husband is happy, she should be happy, if he is sad she should be sad,
and if he is dead she should also die. Such a wife is called pativrata.
(Narasimhan: 11)
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Plate 7.6.2 Immolation by Fire

The middle lower shelf looks at patriarchy as a covert system of domination. A
looking glass/hand mirror is added to provide the consistent linking narrative
thread in the analyses and provide the continuity to link the works.

7.6.4. Cultural Window 4 (Plate 8.1.19)

I examine the introduction of shame and guilt as strategies of control and
domination by the arrival of missionaries to Islander culture. To create a
reliance on Western framework for survival, institutionalised religion used guilt
and shame to dismantle a thriving Islander culture.

The Mother Hubbard dress is the national dress of the Islanders (Wilson, 1933:
143). It has been unquestioningly adopted as appropriate attire even though
babies cannot be fed directly because there is no front opening on the dress.
Indeed it signifies that the self–sufficiency and health they once enjoyed have
been undermined by the dominant colonial system. The women now turn to
commercial milk formula for convenience giving greater power to
multinationals for basic sustenance. The covert acceptance of a dominant
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religion, acquiescence and assimilation of dominant values have created a loss
of their culture.

Consistent with Torres Islander aesthetic, I look at the design of a Mother
Hubbard dress for a large linocut, and investigate text in Islander language to
connect with the culture. I also spend some time researching Islander artefacts
to maintain a consistent visual language to investigate and visually highlight
the confinement of women. Uncle Friday’s woven coconut palm dolls and
woven palm birds at Rusty’s Markets (Cairns) provide the idea for representing
women to be placed in hand made fish traps and in the centre panel. The
window frame is covered with photocopies of palm matting as reference to
Islander culture and I use the Torres Strait pigeon to represent flight and hope.

7.7 Defying the Gaze

As an outcome of the research on the gaze I look for ways to imprint the need
for empowerment and the reasons for finding strategies to defy the gaze as
stated in the Chapter Four of this research. My final statement through my art
making is a deliberate reinforcement of the need for active measures against
complacency and compliance. The following artworks are developed as visual
responses for reinforcing the need for positive strategies for women’s growth
and wellbeing. I explore rituals that perpetuate universal myths on
womanhood and decide to find ways to visually highlight them.

7.7.1 Hope Chest (Plate 8.1.20)

In this work I examine the hopes versus reality of women in three stages of life.
The words and images play on the word chest with images of the changed
shape of breasts at the three different stages of a woman’s life. It was a difficult
decision to use the image of breasts and to avoid the connotations of seduction
in the politics of male gaze. I was careful to crop the photo so that all
identifying features were removed to create a clinical image.

The text overlaid relates to the body politics and the woman’s dialogue at the
three stages of women’s life. All these impressions have been taken from
various newspaper articles from mass media collected on the role of women at
each stage.

The text at the teenage stage states that:
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Their teen years were spent essentially as brand slaves. You had to fit in
the politics of the playground… this was pretty stressful.

The middle- aged text notes that:

A woman is discriminated against as a daughter, a wife, a widow, at home,
out in society, food, health-care, sexuality, inheritance- in all matters, in
every respect, throughout her entire life.

At the final stages, it is observed that:

In our lives we do earn many of the wrinkles and the imperfections that
line our skins and mark our bodies, and sometimes even our diseases.
We should embrace ourselves, and our decisions with abundant
acceptance.

On the tray on the open camphor box I decided to use my mother’s wedding
saree that is interestingly of feminist colours, purple and green, and the object
(chain with the symbol of uniting) of a cultural ritual of blessing. The tali that
symbolises a union of a couple takes place when the groom ties around the
bride’s neck. (As a child I called it ‘the noose around the woman’s neck’ and
saw it as the symbol of constraint in women’s lives). In the wedding ritual the
accompanying music reaches a crescendo with uncooked saffron rice thrown
like confetti on the couple to bless the union. The exchange of rings in a
ceremony is only a recent addition. While the tali is worn by married women
there is no symbolic constraint on men to indicate their lack of availability in
society.

7.7.2 Glass Ceiling (Plate 8.1.21]

For a sense of entrapment and to work on the idea of the glass ceiling
encountered by women, I had initially designed three women encased as glass
sculptures in glass capsules. After many experiments with wax I decided that
the figures did not reflect the light free form I wanted to imply. These works
displayed a static quality and lacked the flexibility to fit into the three tall,
upturned glass vessels I wanted to use.

I decided to change this installation to use three wire sculptures instead. They
were more flexible but still reflected lightless and strength. Each vessel is
sandblasted with the words gender, age and race to imply inherent obstacles to
empowerment. I coloured the wire appropriately to highlight age and race and
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to differentiate each from another and to emphasize racial diversity and
universality.

7.7.3 States of Being (Plate 8.1.22)

As I walked through the markets in Kuala Lumpur, I looked for little cricket
cages made of bamboo that children used to play with when I was a little girl. It
always filled me with dread to see little crickets trapped in these cages. I feel the
same when I see women trapped in circumstances from which they are unable
to free themselves

These cages were no longer available so instead I set out to look for cages to
keep small birds. To my amusement, I found a different streamlined, less
intricate, version with pink edges that would suit.

Upon arrival at the baggage counter at the Cairns Customs counter, the officers
gave me peculiar looks when I hurriedly explained my intentions. I thought
that I would have probably taken away on suspicion for trading in some illicit
trafficking of wild life!

As the shapes create an interesting installation and held spaces that could
include additional material inside, I mediate the cages as 3-D drawings to
resemble caged women in societal traps, victimised in patriarchal
environments. Individual cages include text to serve as apt metaphors for levels
of restriction in the lives of women. I positioned them in variety of designs and
found an interesting rhythm with shadows created on the wall, in stepping
them up in ascending order with the doors on the last three cages left open,
reflecting positive outcomes to signify freedom and growth.

The final decisions for the works, now, were in terms of the best grouping and
also the best sites to place them in the gallery, to create a flow in the narrative
for the audience. Much preparation goes into an exhibition; the order of events
is set out in chronological sequence for the exhibition.

7.8 The Catalogue (Appendix C)

The catalogue is an artist’s big financial outlay and serves as an advertisement
and promotional material, for future exhibitions. To reflect continuity with past
work, I had thought of returning to the Alice character but the cultural diversity
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of my investigations could not be adequately represented by the image of the
English Alice.

For the front of the catalogue, a variety of images could have been used but
keeping the aims in mind, I decided to include my gaze as a child, cropped and
layered on the photos of the multiple gazes of the women whose eyes have
been used for the work Multiple Gaze. While supporting the visual context for
The Looking Glass, under the feminist notion ‘personal is indeed political’, it also
relates to the universal and immerses me in the dialogue. The images are also
supported by explicit use of text in the rhetoric.

In the accompanying catalogue more information is provided. Previous
exhibition on concepts unfamiliar to Australia audiences have not been
understood and I am now careful to leave as many clues as possible to elucidate
my work.

The foreword by Anneke Silver, Associate Professor, College of Music, Visual
Arts and Theatre, James Cook University, provides background information
and introduces my work. As supervisor, she is familiar with my processes and
aims and has been in dialogue with me during the art making process. This is
followed by the Artist’s Statement which underpins the whole exhibition and
provides analysis of the research for the art making.

7.9 Invitations (Appendices D.1 to D.6)

To be consistent, as in the catalogue, I use the cropped image of the eyes used
previously. As this image is easily identified by the Cairns arts community
because it of its extensive use for all promotional material for the women’s
forum, the image became more viable. To make the eyes more visible I chose a
restrained metallic grey card and kept the text black.

Some of the touring venues maintained the image of the eyes for the invitations
but were flexible to use their own preferred format, colours and card as in the
invitation at Umbrella Studio Contemporary Arts (Appendix D.2)
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7.10 The Layout and Decisions for Installation (Placement and Hanging
Methods)

Figure 7.10.1:  Layout of the Loft Gallery, Cairns Regional Gallery

The problematic layout of the Loft Gallery (see Figure 7.10.1) due to confining,
narrow walkway, drop in levels to the stairwell and lift access needed careful
planning to give access and space necessary for the traffic and distance for the
perusal of the art works. Also the architectural restrictions like columns and
beams interfered with the hanging. It was also difficult to create intimacy with
this layout. So the main plan was to divide the works into sections.
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Figure 7.10.2: Set Up in the North End of Gallery

Figure 7.10.3: Set Up in the South End of Gallery

The exhibition targeted the needs of the audience by creating a clear narrative
using didactics to support the works. An order is created in the looking by
separating the works into three discrete sections consistent with the
methodological basis for my enquiry. I group the works by leading the
audience’s gaze through my narrative and clarify the three positions of the
subject, narrator and protagonist, using vinyl didactics. By linking the gaze
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from these positions, the audience is able to make the dialogical connections
intended in the work.

Under the heading, subject, works relating to personal stories link my family
experiences to my enquiry and explain my initial motivation. The work
dedicated to the memory of my mother Sati (Plate 8.1.1) is pivotal to the
research and separated from the rest, to hang alone on the main wall to honour
her contribution to this research. It commands a presence natural and fitting to
her memory. (Assessed through comments made at the opening!) The reflection
of the onlookers in the screen-printed mirror, reflect back at themselves thus
creating the desired positions and players in looking to unpack the context of
the gaze. I support it with vinyl didactics that refer to the introduction in my
catalogue:

Unknowingly, I saw my mother’s gaze for the last time; yet something
made me look at her. It was to memorize this last gaze…

(Artist Statement. Catalogue, Through the Looking Glass, 2004)

The works, Questioning Gaze (Plate 8.1.2) and Her Gaze Created Boundaries for my
Behaviour (Plate 8.1.3) hang together because of their dialogical relationship to
each other and examine my position as subject and object.

The installations on the body politics under the heading protagonist (a role
similar to that of the camera lens in film theory) dismantle existing power
structures in body politics by using three life size mirrors. For the installation,
Bollywood Gaze (Plate 8.1.13), the space needed to be isolated. The extreme end of
the room was chosen so that the corner through the removal of spotlights could
be suitably darkened. Slide images representing the roles of women in
Bollywood films were shown from an electricity source onto this installation.

It is necessary to place the mannequin at the right distance to enable the reading
of reflected text through the mirror. The alluring female figure on the mirror is
illuminated from secondary sources through reflected light. In Con Words (Plate
8.1.14) sandblasted text on the mirror creates the context for the dialogue
between the mannequin and the mirror as it does, similarly, in Black and White.
(Plate 8.1.15)

Under the heading, narrator, the installation, Cultural Windows 1,2,3, & 4, gives
the audience a visual representation by exploring the role of women in four
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different cultures. They occupy the larger arena at the end of the walkway and
by creating enough distance between each work, allowed each to be viewed,
individually.

Kiln-formed works are mounted on glass tablets, (Plates 8.1.4 to 8.1.10). They are
of consistent size and are screwed easily into the wall with bathroom screws.
Simple washers are used to set them away from the wall. Light is able to reflect
up through the glass to increase the luminosity and also allow intimate scrutiny
by the audience.

All works on stretched canvases require ease of handling and make the hanging
process very simple for the gallery and also for packing. To create unity and
harmony between all the works for hanging, Multiple Gaze (Plate 8.1.11) uses the
same hand woven cotton, black and white fabric used throughout the
exhibition. It frames the work loosely on the top edge of the canvas and acts as
a reference to the veiling of women from opportunities in society.

Freestanding pieces like Glass Ceiling (Plate 8.1.21) on the plinth provided
allows the audience greater visibility, able to walk around and inspect the
works. The Hope Chest (Plate 8.1.20) due to its rectangular shape and mediated
work in the box also responds to being elevated off the floor to increase the
visibility of the contents by the audience. I avoid using the walls near the
stairwell as much as possible because it is unwieldy. Only the end wall is used
for two little pieces. The corner viewed from above the landing makes a perfect
niche for the wire sculptures in the installation, Glass Ceiling. (Plate 8.1.21)

For the installation States of Being, (Plate 8.1.22) I set up different arrangements
to see if they convey my intention of taking control of personal growth. By
presenting them attached to the wall in ascending steps, I am able to infer the
value of empowerment as a progressive upward move. I also decide to close the
doors of the first three cages to reflect entrapment. The audience is required to
discern the words subordination, violence and acquiescence and view its
supporting imagery through the metal screen cage. The remaining three cages
are left open with more positive text: honour, respect and empowerment. They
alert the audience to the positive strategies for self- esteem that are necessary to
enhance the position of women.
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CHAPTER 8

The Exhibition –

 Through the Looking Glass
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CHAPTER 8: The Exhibition – Through the Looking Glass

8.1 The Artworks

This section presents the final selection of 22 plates described in the last chapter
to support this thesis. The first exhibition was held in the Loft Gallery at Cairns
Regional Gallery at from 28th August to 10th October 2004.
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Plate 8.1.1: Sati (Virtuous Woman) 2004, 120 x 84 cm, digital
image on canvas mounted on screen-printed mirror
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Plate 8.1.2 Questioning Gaze, 2004, 18 cm diameter, mixed media
in glass
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Plate 8.1.3: Her Gaze Created the Boundaries for my Behaviour,
2004, 18 cm diameter, mixed media in glass
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Plate 8.1.4: Family Values, 2004, 25 cm diameter, mixed media
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Plate 8.1.5: Gaze 1, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, mixed media under slumped
glass
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Plate 8.1.6: Lower your Gaze, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, mixed media &
bevelled mirror frame
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Plate 8.1.7: Fractured Gaze, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, mixed media under
slumped glass
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Plate 8.1.8: Religious Gaze, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, mixed media under
slumped glass
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Plate 8.1.9: Privileged Gaze, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, open cast glass
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Plate 8.1.10: Sacrifice, 2004, 40 x 28 cm, slumped glass
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Plate 8.1.11: Multiple Gaze, 2004, 182.5 x 75 cm, digital image and
mixed media on canvas
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Plate 8.1.12: Acquiescence, 2003, 151 x 40 cm, digital image and mixed media on canvas
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Plate 8.1.13: Bollywood Gaze, 2004, 203 x 80 cm, mixed media on
mirror
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Plate 8.1.14: Con Words, 2004, 203 x 80 cm, installation, sand
blasted text on mirror & mediated mannequin
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Plate 8.1.15: Black and White, 2004, 203 x 80 cm, installation,
sandblasted text on mirror & mediated mannequin
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Plate 8.1.16: Cultural Window 1, 2004, 159 x 104 x 19 cm, mixed
media installation
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Plate 8.1.17: Cultural Window 2, 2004, 159 x 104 x 19 cm, mixed
media installation
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Plate 8.1.18: Cultural Window 3:  2004, 159 x 104 x 19 cm, mixed
media installation
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Plate 8.1.19: Cultural Window 4, 2004, 159 x 104 x 19 cm, mixed
media installation
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Plate 8.1.20: Hope Chest, 2004, 88 x 43 x 37 cm, mixed media on
chest
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Plate 8.1.21: Glass Ceiling 2004, installation, 15 cm diameter x 60cm
h, sandblasted text on 3 glass cylinders & wire figure
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Detail

Plate 8.1.22: States of Being, 2004, Installation 6 x wood, wire cages
& mixed media on plastic glass mirror
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8.2 The Opening

On 28 August 2004, the exhibition opening of Through the Looking Glass was
preceded by the artist talk.  The audience was given a brief introduction of the
works, the artist’s intentions for doing them and also answering questions from
the floor. It was followed by the opening formalities by Desley Boyle MP at 2.30
pm at the Loft Gallery, Cairns Regional Gallery (Appendix D.1: Invitation) and
followed by other speakers.

8.2.1 Opening Formalities

Professor Diana Davis then Head of School of Music, Visual Arts and Theatre,
James Cook University presided as Master of Ceremonies at the Cairns
Regional Gallery.

8.2.2 Formal Opening by the Honourable Desley Boyle MP, Minister for Local
Government, Planning, Environment and Women

The insightful speech by the Honourable Desley Boyle MP, (Appendix E.1.)
brought together all the threads in the exhibition. She related to the content at a
personal as well as political level. Her skill and grasp of the issues before her
was clearly visible in her speech and she showed empathy and dedication for
the betterment of women in her electorate by promoting awareness of issues
that require political response. She also confirmed the effect of the gaze in her
professional life and her attempts to defy the effects of stereotypical notions.

She confirmed that the exhibition highlighted issues that still needed to be
addressed:

And I should have been more mindful of that agenda, because it is still
needed. Sasi’s work reminds us of that. Sasi’s work reminds us that it is
too easy, for those of us who have nearly made it, to forget the internal
dialogue, to push it aside, to pass it off, to not put it out on the table, to not
bring it out in the open.

In conclusion, she added that this exhibition should tour throughout
Queensland’s regional areas.
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8.2.3 Opening Speech by Anneke Silver (Associate Professor, College of Music and
Visual Arts)

In her speech, Anneke Silver (Appendix E.2) explained the reasons behind my
exploration and exhibition. She declared that migration to Australia has created
conditions for dissonance in my gaze and the awareness of difference. She
explains:

And I think for so many of us, the decision to leave one’s cultural
background, which applies to many, many people in Australia, has got
a very special effect on one, because in many ways, it makes you see
other cultures very clearly, but also your own culture. And, I think
also that decision to, I guess, to go possibly against one’s background,
and the expectations of their parent’s generation, and your culture,
you know, sort of sets up within you an internal dialogue that is with
you forever.

She added that the internal dialogue of women under subordinate social
conditions results in complicit behaviour that interferes with the development
of their identity and she highlights glaring patriarchal manipulations in the
lives of women across many cultures. The effect on women is conformity to
certain expectations.

While it is true that migration had created a collision of cultures for me, I had
already been aware of existing inequalities due to social constraints but I did
not have the power to address them. It is through art that I can address these
issues that have had festering implications in my internal dialogue.

8.2.4 Anousha Victoire (Appendix E.3)

My daughter’s contribution on the reflection on her own internal dialogue for
the choices she makes in her life is the next step in the rhetoric. She declares her
position in the rhetoric and provides valuable insight into the choices she sees
for herself:

Having a mother who has achieved much despite the conflicting
constraining forces of her culture, upbringing and environment, I
have to say that I am very lucky to not have felt such conflicts too
much myself.

She explains her position as being different.
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Growing up with different, unusual parents and a different cultural
mix at home, I learnt that it wasn’t such a bad thing to be different,
and got used to standing out. Studying the issue of the gaze myself
when, as Arts student at uni, to me it resonated more with 1970’s
feminism and women in less individualistic societies than our own,
than it did with me.

She continued to unfold her position in terms of her choices;

I was in that cohort of young women told: ‘Girls can do anything!’ in
their classroom, who actually believed it. We were encouraged to move
into male dominated fields, to be leaders and agents of social change,
to question the values we were taught and refine them. Our main
difficulty was learning that, just because girls can do anything,
doesn’t mean you have to do everything!

This conclusion resonated with the audience and posited a strengthened role
for women with the capacity to make choices in their lives. It served to break
the cycle of oppression and reminded us not to go overboard by making choices
that may be yet, a different form of compliance.

The position of male counterparts is also raised in her speech:

Meanwhile our male colleagues were struggling with their own societal
castration and defining new ways to become men.

Perhaps the next challenge is to see how gender roles, shaped in society
through the media and social norms, offer contradicting and confusing
messages of male and female identities, thus providing no place for
defining one’s own identity as distinct from that binary opposition.

Subsequent tours had similar openings; Professor Diana Davis then Head of
School of Music, Visual Arts and Theatre, James Cook University opened the
exhibition at Umbrella Studio Contemporary Arts, Townsville. Her speech is
documented within the touring component in Appendix E.4.
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CHAPTER 9

Reflections, Implications and
Directions
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CHAPTER 9: Reflections, Implications and Directions

9.1 Reflections

While the raison d’être for this research and the artist’s personal circumstances
are inextricably intertwined in this exhibition, on reflection it is appropriate that
each is, to some degree separated.

9.1.1  Personal Obstacles and Ways Forward

Despite the strong social imperative of this research personal obstacles
intervened to impede it, and, to some extent, these changed its trajectory. The
most significant, unexpected and shocking of these was the death of the artist’s
mother in her home country- and the resultant confusion and grieving process.
As this occurred during the height of preparation for the exhibition, it led to a
blurring of the clarity that had been the driving force. Now, in retrospect, it is
clear that this research has provided a way towards resolving problematic
relationships and reconciling the artist’s identity in terms of choices available to
her. Losing a mother in the middle of the project became instrumental in a
cathartic re-examination of the artist’s roles as child, wife, mother, artist and
self. The artist has needed to face up to locating her own values within her own
cultural and personal identity.

While the gaze upon and from her mother has indeed been instrumental in
creating this body of work as presaged in Chapter 1, it has given the artist the
capacity to discern what in her culture is positive for her growth. The
underpinning research has given her the means to question values that are held
up as cultural blueprints for behaviour and accept that these retard self-
realization and thence for happiness in her own life. The research also reveals
that there are still women who cannot see the relevance of the rhetoric within
their own lives and choose to remain in the comfort zone of acquiescence. The
reason for this requires further investigation.

9.1.2 Visual Cues

The photograph of the artist as a child (discussed in chapter 7.3) that was used
in the invitations for the opening of the exhibition was deliberately chosen as
the eyes signify the child’s gaze that is then juxtaposed against
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 the photographed eyes of the women who attended the forum and whose
gazes represent the universal. The deliberate intersection of the personal and
the universal is a powerful visual cue. The repeated use of eyes as visual
metaphor for the gaze also provides the continuity necessary in the narrative.
The focus remains on the visual narrative for various visual interpretations of
the Gaze. The construction of the narrative begins at the level of a child, from
the artist’s observation of inequalities and the frustrations in her mother’s life
and her perceived lack of personal fulfilment. However, as intimated earlier,
while constructing the narrative for this exhibition, the sudden death of her
mother catapulted a range of mixed emotions and changes in direction. The
artist worked in an intensified atmosphere struggling to keep focus while
grieving for the passing of a vital keystone in her personal life as well as in her
rhetoric. Moreover, her death meant that the various positions that
demonstrated the power play in family relationships could not be generated
from a taped conversation as previously planned. The analysis of the power
positions in the family necessarily, shifted from direct dialogue with her mother
to a retrospective position after her death. The resulting dialogue is visual,
constructed through mediated photographs taken during what turned out to be
the final visit to her mother (Acquiescence, Plate 8.1.12)

9.1.3 Limitations

Many limitations including time, weather, decision making for processes,
finances and life itself are restrictions artists contend with and problem-solve to
achieve the aims of an exhibition.

9.1.3.1 The Challenge of Glass as a Medium

On reflection, considering the time constraints and crisis, the decision to use
glass was naive and foolhardy. But the seduction of glass and the determination
to learn yet another process enticed the artist on. Through the experiments,
however, an essential piece of advice, gleaned from the Techniques of Kiln-formed
Glass served as a glaring reminder to stay true to the concept. It stated:

No matter how unusual the process, rare the material or exquisite the
craft skills, the lack of basic formal imagination and aesthetic enquiry
will always show once the novelty has worn off.
(Cummings, 1997: 48)



217

There are also some works the artist would do differently with more time and
resources to create the works at a larger scale would make a greater visual
impact on the audience. For example, for Glass Ceiling (Plate 8.1.21) an increase
in the scale of the three sculptures of women to create life size models using
distinctly different metallic wires would enhance the diversity in women. For
the vessels, the use of perspex tubes instead of glass, sandblasted with the same
words would make them less fragile and thus more practical for transporting
and handling.

In hindsight the concept would further benefit from an additional vessel with a
figure actually breaking free through the glass ceiling to denote empowerment
for the women who have access to strategies would further support the rhetoric
of the visual.

9.1.3.2 Restrictions on Presentations at Venues

Changes in decisions due to constraints in venues also affect the outcome of the
presentation. For example the decision to scrap the slides of Bollywood films on
the Bollywood Gaze (Plate 8.1.13) to exist without additional support due to lack
of availability of equipment and also for the interference from the noise emitted
by clanging equipment.

When this installation was on tour in Townsville, puzzling little cracks
appeared in the glass cylinder of the Glass Ceiling artwork. The fine cracks were
a result of the position of the installation above the air conditioning vent. The
glass reacting with the combination of cold air and the warming of the sun’s
rays through the window. A new set had to be redone for the next tour where
the scale was increased from 60 cm to 90 cm in height for installation in the
Sugar Museum. For documenting purposes photos of the new works do not
reflect the difference in the scale adequately to indicate the resulting changes
for the viewer.

9.1.4 Artist’s Talk

My general impression of the crowd was that the response was considered
through the range of questions at question time. Cogent observations followed
from conversations with people on the day of the exhibition. I felt relaxed but
overwhelmed by the large attendance for the artist’s talk. I had prepared myself
for an average of about ten to fifteen people who would be interested in the
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ideas behind the work but a crowd of around sixty people arrived prior to the
artist’s talk.

I pulled out all my newly acquired, toastmaster’s tricks, remembering to project
my voice and connects with individuals in the audience through eye contact. I
realised that, into one room, was compressed visual outpourings of three years
of isolated cogitations. Standing in front of the works and gesticulating, I
explained and unpacked the ideas that propelled the processes in the artworks.
As I gazed around the audiences the nodding heads and smiling responses
signalled to me a satisfying and successful initial outcome.

My opening statements explained my aims and reasons behind the creation of
artworks. I proceeded to unfold the context of the work systematically, under
the three headings subject, narrator and protagonist. It was clear that my
personal narrative resonated very strongly with the audience and produced
remarks on the differences between the Asian and Australian contexts. A lively
exchange ensued about perceptions and issues in community that are covert,
submerged under the conspiracy of silence and the dangers in believing in
stereotypical views of Asian conditions.

Question time focussed on the grim realisation that violence is prevalent in the
lives of women and indeed needed careful redressing. Most comments affirmed
the rationale behind the exhibition. While a few men commented that they had
not thought that deeply about the role of women in different societies, the
general atmosphere in the gallery was one of sharing of experiences and the
recognition of oppression in women. I concluded by providing parallax views,
as food for further thought and also reinforced the need for strategies for
empowerment.

The decision whether or not to examine the role of men as binary opposition is
always present but in this exhibition, I have deliberately kept the focus of my
analyses on women. There were many positive comments on the relevance and
the content of the speeches. Many comments from the audience remarked that
they found the opening speeches very interesting and that the intergenerational
perspective strengthened the rhetoric.
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9.1.5 Catalogues

An artist needs to be aware of engaging the audience. It is always a dilemma to
know how much to reveal and balance the omission of clues so that the
audience would need to work a little harder and fill the gaps in terms of their
own experience or to rely on the catalogue. The gallery had in the planning
stages requested 50 catalogues, when the gallery ran out of the first batch of 50
catalogues, issued at the beginning of the exhibition it revealed a reliance on the
catalogue by the audience. Comments in the Visitors’ Book (No catalogues
available, Need more information) and many reports lodged at the reception
indicated that the audience were seeking more explanation and were actively
seeking the catalogue. This indicated a definite reliance by the public on the
explanation supplied in the catalogue to inform their looking. Also during
subsequent visits to the gallery over the period of the exhibition, the audience
were taking the time to look around. On many instances, viewers were sitting
on the couch engrossed by the video of the forum or absorbed by an artwork
thus proving that the strategies to keep the audience involved is beneficial. For
subsequent tours I provided extra didactics with explanations and more
catalogues in case the gallery ran out.

9.1.6 Visual Imagery

Overall this exhibition has met the artist’s targeted aims. It unfolds the gazes in
her life to the audience using personal narratives to demonstrate the patriarchal
pressures in her life. It has uncovered the unrelenting scrutiny under which a
woman is placed through the gaze as child, wife, mother, artist and self. It has
also highlighted patriarchal agendas within cultures that maintain control of
women’s lives. The reasons for the loss of control of self is uncovered in the
Dance of Anger where Lerner (1985) makes a relevant point to show the role
society plays in contributing to women’s lack of skills in defining self. She
states:

The rules and roles of our families and society make it especially
difficult for women to define ourselves apart from the wishes and
expectations of others- the negative reactions from others, when we
begin to pay primary attention to the quality and direction of our
own lives, may certainly invite us to become anxious and guilty.
(Lerner, 1985: 113)
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It also uncovered the appalling fact that women are universally subjected to
violence through overt as well as covert methods where women were
unknowing, complicit partners.

The visual imagery in the four artworks entitled ‘Cultural Windows’ effectively
uncovers conditions for oppression and clearly illustrates that control and
power over women exists across cultural boundaries and undermines the
enormous potential and spirit of women. The need for awareness and
understanding of the reality that psychological pressure results in complicit
behaviour in women was conveyed in the installations with three mannequins
and mirrors. (Plates 8.1.13 - 8.1.15) These works clarify the positions in looking
within the cultural gaze from the research in Chapter 2 and illustrates visually
the constraint and violence endured by women through pressure from religious
structures, the mass media (cinema), fashion and the power issues in skin
colour to establish the patriarchal agenda.

The exhibition also accepted the challenge of being perceived to be a public
male bashing exercise given that it openly confronts gender issues. It has thus
the potential to lose the required persuasive strength to raise awareness by
disengaging the very men that the rhetoric seeks to reach, to improve the lives
of women. Male understanding and contribution to the dialogue is important to
create change and the artist cannot yet be certain that this has been achieved.

The exhibition also allows the audience members to validate their own feelings
in terms of the rhetoric and align with the position taken by the artist. They are
able to critique their own identity as evidenced by the feedback referred to
earlier in the Visitors’ book. The visual palette in the exhibition clearly
demonstrates that culture and tradition are used to confine women in roles that
scaffold and benefit patriarchal ends.

In terms of art practice, when examining the culture in which we live, the artist
looks for ways to contribute to society through art making despite the ongoing
financial restrictions placed on an artist through shrinking art grants and
opportunities. A variety of empowerment models tailored for women in the
area of community cultural development are now more difficult to achieve
since the downgrading of this platform in Australia Council funding. By
touring the exhibition the artist will continue to raise the profile of women so
that they may be more valued by society and more importantly by themselves.
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It is a big step toward self-actualisation and towards fulfilling the role as artist.
As with all art projects, reliance on adequate funding and outside agendas will
affect its capacity for viability and sustainability. They will also depend on the
consciousness of women and their willingness to see past their own fears and
boundaries to seek new challenges.

This exhibition is designed to remind women of the need to take control of their
own lives and find ways to reflect their identity without succumbing to external
social pressures and complicit behaviours. If this body of work prompts women
to be more confident and continue to be strong instead of propping up
meaningless obstruction and competition to serve the needs of patriarchy
through cultural fiction, then it will have succeeded in a small way. An artist is
challenged at every exhibition to produce a cohesive visual statement. Nick
Bantock (2000) in The Artful Dodger writes in his epilogue about his “nagging
sense that the we have lost the image as a direct means of thought. And that the
word has so come to dominate our minds that we drag our dreams behind us
like a dead weight.” (Bantock, 2000: 214)

In this exhibition the use of the image, together with extensive use of text propels
the thought to cue the audience. The exhibition examines and unfolds the gazes
in the artist’s life to the audience, through personal narrative, and demonstrates
the impact of patriarchal pressures. The gaze is defined as the act of looking,
structured according to social codes and values, and women are described as
the object of the gaze (Chapter 2.1). The imagery for this exhibition is the result
of extensive research into the gaze or looking. Its roles in constructing a
woman’s identity and also as a mechanism of control are revealed through the
visual imagery.

9.2 Contribution to Knowledge

9.2.1 Unpacking the Gaze

The argument of this thesis is that the self is created through a number of
external gazes and, as such, the artist’s self-identity is constructed through
multiple layers in looking. Through personal narrative, the artist uncovers the
process of looking or the gaze and demonstrates how it impacts on the artist’s
experience to construct her identity.
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The hypothesis of this thesis is that the self is created through a number of
external gazes and, as such, the artist’s self-identity is constructed through
multiple layers in looking. Through personal narrative, the artist uncovers how
the process of looking or the gaze impacts on the artist’s own experiences to
construct her identity. It propels the use of self as an accessible subject for visual
analysis. Also, by inserting personal narrative, the artist is able to align with
feminist ideology to validate the narratives of women as relevant and create
visibility about the plight of many women in a universal context. The
exploration and research provides the basis for the final visual analysis in the
form of the exhibition entitled Through the Looking Glass. Indeed, this was
definitely a consideration when planning how much or how little is revealed to
the audience in order to ensure that adequate connections are made. On
previous occasions, the artist has been accused in reviews of being
indecipherable. (Appendix A.2). It has always been necessary for the artist to
ponder on how much information is left in to translate concepts that are
culturally diverse for an Australian audience.

To fulfil the aims in the research it is necessary to examine the role of the gaze
within both Eastern and Western frameworks and to uncover the politics in the
representation of women and awareness of institutional frameworks that
effectively determines the role of women in society. Using the visual and verbal
narrative through art as a covert intervention strategy (see Table 9.5.1) the
exhibition succeeds in fulfilling the aims by raising awareness of inequalities in
life for women that on the surface are not necessarily apparent.

The analysis from the research unpacks the gaze to provide personal and
corroborative evidence in the artworks as presented in Table 9.2.1.
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Table 9.2.1: Overview of evidence

Evidence Through personal
experience

Corroboration
through Women’s
Forum

For universal evidence

Societal &
Cultural Gaze

Indian cultural/ religious
codes for control and
scrutiny

Documentations in
video presentation

From diverse cultural
and societal frameworks

Male Gaze Patriarchal spectatorship
leading to acquiescence

Conversations From diverse age
groups

Female Gaze As gatekeepers
reinforcing patriarchal
aims

Discussions From diverse socio-
economic groups

Own Gaze Reinforcing all other
gazes through compliance

Anecdotal Evidence From diverse
employment networks

Perception of
Self/Identity

As artefact of patriarchal
Gaze

Towards universality Reinforces rhetoric for
visual exploration

9.3 Fulfilling Targets

While the gaze upon/from my mother has indeed been instrumental in creating
this body of work, it has also given me the capacity to discern what in my
culture is positive for my growth. Losing a mother in the middle of the project
provided the impetus to re-examine my roles, as child, wife, mother, artist and
self and to locate my values within my personal and cultural identity. The
research has given me the means to question values that are presented as
cultural blueprints for behaviour and accept that these retard self-realisation
and happiness in my own life.

The artist is able to align with feminist ideology to validate the narratives of
women as relevant and create visibility about the plight of many women, in a
universal context. The research examines the way control continues to be
exercised through restraints and physical violence on parts of women’s bodies
under the sanction of religion, culture, fashion and expression of style and art.

The Tables 9.3.1, 9.3.2.1 (The Process), 9.3.2.2 (The Exhibition Product) provide a
summary of the outcomes of the exhibition and the various strategies used in
this exhibition to fulfil the two aims.
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Table 9.3.1: Fulfilling Aim 1

To explore the extent to which external gazes, through a variety of players in the artist’s life, construct self -identity and reality.

Gaze
Orientations

Personal Experience Corroborative Evidence Towards Universal Principles

SELF Male authority figure - Father
School performance expectations
• Pressure for academic achievement

(education as currency for marriage)
• Personal conduct expectations
• Restriction and scrutiny of movement /

behaviour
• For morals/dress codes (honour of family

resting on females)

Family and societal compliant strategies (mother,
aunts and significant females as gate-keepers)

Role expectations
• In marriage
• In body politics-Beauty measured by fairness

of skin and Indian cultural ideals Reinforced
by mass media and cinema (Bollywood)

Male preference & privilege/ authority in gender
roles
• Cultural expectations of brother and other

male members as leaders and guardians of
females

• No restrictions for movement
• No obstacles for advancement with limitless

opportunities for economic independence

Women’s Forum - (video presentation) Eg
corroborated by anecdotal evidence from attending
women on topics below:

Identity
• Seen as shaped by cultural expectations (linked

to parents/society)
• Eg for career choices

Power politics/hierarchy
• Limitations in perceptions of women’s roles, in

reference to running for Mayor of Cairns

Censorship
• In Catholic environment
• Reference to powerlessness and self-

censorship (evidence of acquiescent behaviour
in women)

• Intergenerational struggle to be free …mothers
and grandmothers struggle

Male privilege/ authority
• As deference to males in many societies.

Responsibility of advancement of society resting on
females to be educated
• ”To dismantle the master’s house you have to

use the master’s tools”

Body politics
• Fashioned through mass media
• Chattel

Patriarchal dominance in society
Stereotypical Gender Roles

Females
• Expected to carry out domestic chores and in

servitude

Males
• Hierarchical expectations and male

privilege
• Served and indulged in homes

Censorship
• Female compliance through cultural/societal

expectation
• As reinforcement of male power and pre-

eminence
• Women as gatekeepers

Violence against women
• Reinforces male power & dominance

Restricted choices in certain societies for women
in terms of choices for:
• Movement
• Economic independence
• Career
• Marriage
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Gaze
Orientations

Personal Experience Corroborative Evidence Towards Universal Principles

Specific Gaze
Implications

A) The Lowered Gaze
Eg  at marriage ceremonies and public events
• As sign of obedience and humility
• Reinforcing societal deference to males

Societal customs & codes
• Marriage vows for only women to obey
• Abuse and violence against women maintained

by conspiracy of silence and shame

Societal codes and ceremonies reinforce male
dominance
Invalidation of women’s health through
acquiescence & lack of position in society

B) The Direct Gaze
Male spectatorship
• Not responsible for own behaviour

Compliant behaviour by women
• Cultural codes for morals and modesty by

covering
• Concealment enforced on women through

guilt (society & family)

Objectification
As Miss Papua New Guinea
• Expected to retain body shape
• To fall in with society’s expectation as

ambassador

Stereotypical position-
Mass media and cinema:
• Women as object of male spectatorship

Morals:
• Responsibility of females in many societies

o Middle-eastern
o Asian

C) The Indirect Gaze
• Submissive, subservient, acquiescent behaviour

by women
• Enforced by women as gatekeepers to ensure

patriarchal domination
• Sacrifice by women endorsed for common good

of family/society
o eg Mother is last to have remnants of meal

Envy
Opportunities restricted for women
Women also acting as gatekeepers
Perceived lack of good male role models

Male authority
Male partners exercising violence and abuse
Visibility / validity a problem for women in the
workplace

Male authority
In the workplace where women have no access to
promotion or career advancement
• “Saving face” as a strategy for compliance
• Limited childcare facilities for working

women / returning mothers in workforce
Working women still expected to maintain care of
children and home



226

Table 9.3.2.1: Fulfilling Aim 2: The Process
To use art making as a strategy for visibility and to defy the gaze by uncovering visual artefacts of power and control in culture,
religion, media and fashion.
Uncovering visual artefacts
of power & control

Strategy for visibility Process Implication/Directions

a) Culture Cultural Windows (4)

Installations in Hindu, Chinese (Buddhist/ Confucian) Muslim &
Christian frameworks

Chinese window exposes foot-binding and leg stretching as
culturally enforced fashion & beauty myths

Use of diverse cultural objects/colour

Imagery uncovers conditions for oppression and illustrate that control
and power over women exist across cultural boundaries

Exposes beauty myths that contribute to acquiescence in women

Use of glass, mirror and cultural objects, colour to increase visibility/ as
reflected image

b)  Religion Cultural Windows/ Privilege

Deliberate mistranslations of religious texts and precepts Hindu &
Muslim religious texts

The use of shame and guilt as patriarchal strategies in Christian
missionary networks (Torres Strait- dress codes for women)

Illustrates visually the constraint and violence endured by women
through pressure from institutionalised religious structures.

Establishes male privilege

 Psychological pressure that results in complicit behaviour in women.

Restrictions in movement for women (Veiling/ screening)

c) Mass Media Bollywood Gaze, Sacrifice, Gaze1, Lower your Gaze

Use of Glass/ Mirrors & Mannequins

Exploring: revealing and concealing

Thickness of glass as metaphor degrees of transparency in terms of
looking/ gaze

Implicates mass media/ Asian cultural manifestations in cinema

Reveals the role of spectatorship of women for control

(Role of cinema in reinforcing beauty & fashion myths)

Use of glass process as strategy for visibility

d) Fashion Black & White

Con Words

Power issues in skin colour to establish the patriarchal agenda

e) Culture, Religion, Mass
Media, Fashion

Sacrifice, Acquiescence

Use of Text (Use of active doing words)

Con Words

Hope chest

Glass Ceiling

Violence through overt/ covert methods where women are unknowing,
complicit partners.

Awareness of the institutional framework that determines reading of the
role of women.
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Table 9.3.2.2: Fulfilling Aim 2: The Exhibition Product

To use art making as a strategy for visibility and to defy the gaze by uncovering
visual artefacts of power and control in culture, religion, media and fashion.

Strategy for visibility Defying the Gaze

Evidence of response

Implications/Directions

Cultural Windows (4) “Stunning! Variety in use of media +
materials. Very colourful & eye
catching.

Excellent way of transforming issues
& thoughts etc. in various
mediums/art

Van Harskamp’s review entitled “A
Woman’s World” affirms the artist’s
decision to “reveal and illuminate
issues not just at the heart of the
artist but also for the audience.”
(Cairns Post, 2004: 8)

 “Thank you for once again allowing
us to see through the layers and
question

Ah! The mirror of contortion – trying
to be what is not and cannot be whilst
devaluing what is. Thanks for the
reminder not to be a slave.”

Response to use of art for visibility

Raises awareness of mechanisms in
culture that confine women

Entries in Visitor’s Book as evidence of
recognition of issues in artworks.

Audience engagement of issues

Glass, Mirrors &
Mannequins

“Glass…transparent? Solid? But
fragile…

“A woman in a multicultural society
has ben explained many times – this
was the best I’ve seen. I hope this
tours to interstate galleries”.

“A significant achievement, spanning
centuries & cultures, beautifully
executed.

“Trés intéressant – les 3 étages sont
riche d’émotion et de variation

“Having just been in India myself, it
reminded me of all the unimportance
placed on women in India”…

Women’s Entries in Visitor’s Book

“Thought-provoking, poignant, potent,
powerful, unsettling, impressive and
honest, deeply moving”

Thank you for sharing your journey
and thereby empowering other
women to move towards that
recognition of self which brings the
ultimate freedom of the soul.

“Having many friends from Asia, your
works speaks on a great level to me.”

 “It is sad that women are still treated
as second class citizens.”

 “I hope your work gets this message
out to the public.”

“Great works - very thought
provoking and a projection of human
emotion.”

Response to Tour at six Regional
Galleries

Audience response cuts across cultural
boundaries

Women’s endorsement:

Women’s endorsement (cont)
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Men’s Entries

Phone calls and e-mails

“Will make me look at women with
more respect”

Men’s Entries

“Over the top feminism bordering on
fanaticism”

“Sasi investigates the relationship
with mother + mother culture Sasi
has issues as a woman + mother +
child of the world. I find this exhibition
morbid. Hope her next exhibition has
more clarity.”

“A little too abstract for my liking”

“Very Confusing”

“Puerile, predictable, second rate”.

“Have some hang ups”

Male endorsement

Men’s negative reaction

c) Media coverage Daniell writes  “…drawing upon her
own memory, her aim is to reinvent
realities for such women. Whilst
rejecting certain artistic norms, she
appropriates others in ways that offer
new spaces in which female identity
and subjectivity are exposed,
considered, shattered and, hopefully

Issues reinforced by discourse in art
publications (Eyeline, Arts Nexus and
Artworkers Alliance Newsletter) affirming
the role of women in society.

Media coverage (eg: Townsville Bulletin)
of workshop and exhibition of works
made by participants highlight women’s
issues

e) Empowerment
strategies in art-
making:

States of Being

Hope chest,

Glass Ceiling

Workshop: Wired for
empower-
ment

Positive response to workshops.
Good attendance.

Positive reception of strategies by
participants (8-10) including males,
from diverse background

Engaging discussions and input
during workshops

Engagement and response by audience
to empowerment strategies in artworks

Participation of women at forum for
image of eyes in artwork “Multiple Gaze

Increase visibility of women’s issues –
Invitation to present paper & exhibition
at Domestic Violence Forum in Nov
2006

Empowerment Workshop in touring
venues

Overall Cairns Regional Gallery-General

Public: 5244, School Students: 213,
Education: 189 Others: 134

Good attendance figures from local and
overseas audience

Evidence of engagement as well as
presence

Aim 2 is broken into two parts: The Process (Table 9.3.2.1) and the Exhibition
Product (Table 9.3.2.2). The exploration and research provides the basis for the
visual analysis in the exhibition, Through the Looking Glass. Through the
intersection of the personal and the universal this exhibition coalesces and
meets the targeted aims of the research:

• Using personal narratives, this research unfolds the role of gaze in
constructing self-identity through the unrelenting societal scrutiny of the
artist as child, wife, mother, artist. This is corroborated as a universal
model from the evidence of women attending the forum sharing similar
experiences.
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• Highlighting patriarchal agendas within cultures that maintain control of
women’s lives through the gaze contributes to the way women define
self. It uncovers overt as well as covert practices through which women
are universally subjected to violence and in which they are unknowing,
complicit partners.

• Using visual imagery to uncover the power relations in the gaze or
looking as mechanisms of control and its role in constructing a woman’s
identity.

As a methodology, this exhibition is underpinned by feminist theory to propel
the women’s movement through visual analyses of women’s identity and
supports practices that create visibility and validity to women in society. As a
strategy to uncover the politics of the representation of women, this exhibition
successfully creates awareness of the institutional framework that determines
reading of the role of women for the sole survival of patriarchy.

The outcomes of the exhibition reveal that there are still women who cannot see
the relevance of the rhetoric within their own lives and choose to remain in the
comfort zone of acquiescence. Yet it is designed to remind women of the need
to take control of their own lives and find ways to reflect their identity without
succumbing to external social pressures and complicit behaviours. It elucidates
the role of the gaze in shaping behaviour and self-perception in women and
demonstrates how it affects the self-confidence so essential for success in life. If
this body of work reminds women to be more confident and continue to be
strong instead of propping up meaningless obstruction and competition to
serve the needs of patriarchy, then it would have succeeded in no small way.
While the negative effect of the gaze is felt in every fibre of society when
women are dislocated from articulating their choices to contribute meaningfully
as equal partners in society, awareness of the way the gaze contributes towards
personal growth and fulfilment in women’s lives is important to maintain its
social fabric.

The areas of evidence for exhibition outcomes are gleaned from a variety of
sources, through the women’s forum leading to the exhibition, the exhibition
report, the comments pages, through conversations with the audience, during
workshops before each exhibition, the reviews generated by each exhibition and
also the radio interviews during each exhibition that reached a larger listening
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audience. The comments in the Visitors’ Book are used as corroboratory data
for access to legitimate responses of ordinary people.

9.4 Using Women’s Eyes

After the forum (Appendix B), a cross section of women in the community who
participated in the documentation of the issues in my exhibition agreed to have
their eyes photographed for the artwork, Multiple Gaze (Plate 8.1.11). The
decision to include the eyes of these local women who were involved in the
forum resulted in their participation at the opening. Many of these women were
observed, pleased at their inclusion, standing in front of the canvas actively
seeking out the cropped images of their own eyes in the artwork and discussing
the relevance of the work with each other and the artist.

9.5 Outcomes

As a strategy to uncover the politics of the representation of women through
imagery, this exhibition successfully creates awareness of the institutional
framework that determines reading of the role of women. Table 9.5.1 delineates
this in each individual artwork.
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Table 9.5.1: Subversion Strategies in Artworks

Artworks Agenda Subversion Strategies

Cultural Windows 1- 4 Oppression of and violence
against women in cultural
frameworks that serve male
privilege

Exposing the role of gaze in
cu l tura l  and re l ig ious
frameworks that serve
patriarchal agendas

Bollywood Gaze Complicit behaviour of women
through mass culture

Uncovering the role of
spectatorship in masculine
gaze in erotic/exotic

Con Words Reinforcement of complicit
behaviour in women through
censorship and scrutiny

Issues of power relations and
body politics

Black/White O p p r e s s i o n  t h r o u g h
difference/colour

Exposing power politics

Gaze, Gaze 1, Lower
your gaze, Fractured
gaze,

Societal oppression and
pressure to elicit submissive and
subservient behaviour in women

Uncovering role of the gaze as
a mechanism of control to
serve patriarchal needs

I rested my questioning
eyes on my mother,

Her eyes created the
boundaries for my
behaviour, Hope Chest

Family values, Virtuous
Woman/Sati,
Acquiescence

Domination and cultural control
through the gaze in family
relationships and in personal
behaviour

Highlighting role of gaze in
family relationships

Religious Gaze,

Privileged

Religious precepts and codes
that serve patriarchy to harness
women’s behaviour and to
procure compliance for the
benefit of patriarchy

Exposing translations and
deliberate misinterpretations in
religious codes to benefit
patriarchy

Glass Ceiling, States of
Being, Multiple gaze

Obstacles and limitations placed
on women to inhibit their
advancement

Awareness of empowerment
strategies for economic
stability and personal
autonomy

Video on forum Visibility of women’s issues Role of gaze for control of
women in society
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9.5.1  The Status Quo: Women and Feminism

It is always difficult to judge the extent of the impact of visual research and, in
this case, the extent to which it has benefited the social environment of women.
While acknowledging the validity of all responses, given diverse interpretations
and experiences, an artist has to be encouraged by the notion that artists are
forerunners in creating perception.

In probing the role of the gaze in forming women’s identity, many disparities
and gaps were identified. They range across physical or economic
environments where women resign themselves to accommodate rather than
change, thus risking the slow leak of self- esteem towards disempowerment. It
is indeed difficult to maintain the rage when the odds are against women and
their positions are eroded by sheer exhaustion from effort, and where the
reality in women’s lives dismantles the rhetoric for equality and empowerment.

In the speech by the artist’s daughter, (see Appendix E.3) at the Exhibition
Opening, she confirmed the changes that are taking place for women. She
reflected that her life is indeed changed and is full of choices due to the
opportunities she has actively pursued for herself as a feminist. However,
during conversations with many of the other younger women, it was clear that
they failed to realise the extent of the contributions of previous generation of
women to bring about these benefits in their lives. They seemed unable to see
the significance of the feminist movement in relation to changes in their own
lives as they perceive it as normal and, indeed, take it for granted.
There are constant tensions between male and female and problems in attaining
the correct balance required for personal happiness, hence the continual
struggle to maintain social viability under the pressures of modern living will
continue to be addressed. In examining the choices available to women it is
perhaps a reminder that the needs of the other half of the human race cannot be
overlooked or neglected.

While it is hoped that the role of compliance and cultural rules may be
challenged to dislodge patriarchy as a normal state, it is frighteningly evident
that not much has changed. On 6th July 2005, The Australian newspaper
reported a win for Muslim women and the success of a Pakistani woman in
getting a conviction against her gang rapists. However, the newspaper had on
the same day run a column on the failure of feminism in Australia. It reported
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that there is a noticeable lethargy in the way the advances in feminism are not
being maintained by young women. An article by Meryment (2005: 24) in The
Australian (Inquirer) entitled Deathwatch for Sisterhood, heralds the dumbing down
that is rife as a model for the new unthinking female. Appalled by “the level of
ignorance of these young women and the depth of their hatred of feminism,”
Meryment (2005: 24) reports that young women believe feminism has done
nothing for them and is irrelevant to their lives. The young women reveal
ignorance of women’s rights and in support of her statements she targets
programs like Big Brother for generating the social rot. It is evident that popular
media thrives through the sensationalism created by “sexual harassment, racist
vilification, poor manners and abuse” and young women are accepting them as
the norm. She observes also that, “…young women are disengaged from issues
that affect their sex. It is hurting them as it is hurting all society.” (Meryment,
2005: 24)

9.6 Further Exhibition Outcomes to Date: Touring Exhibitions

Following the exhibition in 2004 at the Cairns Regional Gallery, (see Chapter 8)
funding was received for a touring exhibition to Townsville, at Umbrella
Studios (Invitation, Appendix D.2) and moved from there to the Sugar
Museum, Mourilyan. In 2006, the exhibition tours to four other regional
locations. As an artist and researcher it is interesting to compare different
locations and to see the impact of the changes of location on the exhibition and
the audience reaction to it. The touring exhibition proposal included a plan for
each tour to be supported with workshops, with local multicultural groups as
an inclusive strategy accessing diverse sectors of the community and also as a
strategy to encourage audience development. (Appendix I.2)

9.6.1 Umbrella Studios Gallery

The spatial layout and the orientation of Umbrella Studios Gallery for the
exhibition in Townsville created a very different look from that in Cairns. The
gallery was at ground level and accessible to the street. The shopfront threw
enough natural light and thus ample visibility to passing shoppers.

The exhibition was opened by Professor Diana Davis (Appendix E.4) to
coincide with International Women’s Week (Appendix I.1). The exhibition was
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well attended by about 80 people, with the floor talk attended by about 40 local
Townville patrons.

Through the presentation of workshops prior to the exhibition, groups of
people who do not typically frequent art galleries and who also constitute a
minority group in the regional locations were encouraged to attend the
exhibition. Relationships were formed during the workshop in a casual
atmosphere. This enabled the raising of awareness of the issues embedded in
the research. The participants in the workshop embraced the topics in the
exhibition with ease and were able to clarify their own positions and status in
their family during the workshop. The success of this initial workshop has
encouraged subsequent galleries to include it in their program.

9.6.2 Sugar Museum

The exhibition at the Sugar Museum was difficult to coordinate due to the
financial and administrative difficulties the Museum was undergoing at the
time. With reduction in art funding to regional galleries and the downturn of
the sugar industry, this excellent venue had been downgraded and was
operating without a Director. Volunteers maintained the gallery on a temporary
basis. They continued to keep the gallery doors open in the belief that the local
community and local council would eventually come up with a solution.

This meant that the onus fell on the artist to pay for freight and produce the
invitations. Through negotiations, The Friends of the Gallery agreed to cover
the expenses for the opening. The Johnstone Shire Arts and Cultural
Association sought local Regional Development funds to help mount this
exhibition. They believed that the rhetoric in this exhibition was valuable for the
morale and empowerment of the local women. The Harmony Day workshop
opened to the community on the weekend preceding the exhibition. It was
attended by eight women and included a few women from surrounding rural
towns. One man braved the gender imbalance and contributed wholeheartedly
with the ensuing dialogue. The wire sculptures were displayed later in the
Innisfail library.

The opening attracted a fair number of the local residents and later a few school
groups. Local press releases and reviews of the workshop and forthcoming
exhibition provided support for the exhibition resulting in a good attendance at
the opening.
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Further tours to Bundaberg, Hervey Bay, Caloundra and Gympie have resulted
in greater visibility, more engagement from male audiences and an invitation as
keynote speaker at Immigrant Women’s Support Service Forum, Brisbane. This
service provides support to women and children from non-English speaking
backgrounds (NESB) experiencing domestic and /or sexual violence. The forum
entitled ‘Moving Beyond Rhetoric to Diversity in Practice: a Human Rights
Framework to Address Violence Against Women,’ is seeking to find solutions to
violence by sharing information together with other key agencies

9.6.3 Exhibition Report

The Cairns Regional Gallery Exhibitions report (Appendix F) recorded 5780
visitors to the exhibition. The Cairns Regional Gallery Exhibition report
recorded general attendance figures although these were not classified in terms
of gender, age or whether they were local or from overseas.

It is segmented as follows:
General Public: 5244
School Students: 213
Education: 189
Others: 134 (teachers’ previews and floor talks)

The exhibition was well attended, readily accessible to tourists due to its
location and recorded a high number of comments throughout the duration of
the exhibition. It was pleasing to reach school groups and engage with the
TAFE students with a separate artist talk. The discussion predominantly
endorsed my aims. Conversations that began with articulating the difference
between the East and West eventually concluded with recognition that the
difference was fundamentally the degree of visibility of the abuse of power over
women’s lives.

9.6.3 Visitors’ Book

To gauge the responses from ordinary visitors to art exhibitions rather than
artists the Visitors’ Book (Appendix G.1 & G.2) provided a good source of
outcomes. The evidence gathered from the audience to the exhibition was
derived mainly from conversations, particularly with large number of overseas
visitors who attended the exhibition.
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The Visitors’ Book in the Cairns Regional Gallery was more revealing than the
report. It had 202 entries altogether and, of these, 147 were from Cairns and 55
were visitors from overseas. There were more entries from women than men as
identified by their names in the Visitors’ Book. The entries suggested that
women actively identified and resonated most potently with the exhibition.
There were also comments from groups of school children identified by their
use of language, terminology as well as a few facile responses. (eg. Darth Vader,
Space above and beyond! Not as good as the space museum, It rocks, it really
rocks!)

It was also pleasing that a few men (35%of the global total) were inspired to
comment. Attendances were high and responses very positive at the openings.
Although the majority of entries were from women, a few of the men who
attended responded directly through conversation. The Visitors’ Book in Cairns
Regional Gallery had far more entries than Umbrella Studio Gallery although
the audience numbers at Umbrella Studio Gallery were not significantly lower.

The political undercurrents in the work had reached the audience with some
affirming similar feminist content. The following comments by the audience
echo the sentiments in 9.3.2 thus reinforcing the value of this exhibition as part
of the research rationale to raise awareness:

• Thank you for sharing your journey and thereby empowering other
women to move towards the recognition of oneself, which brings the
ultimate freedom of the soul. Judith Weedon, Brisbane.

• Thank you for such a poignant feminine recognition and liberation,
always. J Bray, Camp Hill, Queensland.

• It really helps understand whats (sic) going on and what needs to be
helped- Casey, Babinda

• Provoking, intelligence; the essence of modern feminism-Rosspart,
Indiana, USA

• A woman in multicultural society has been explored many times-this
is the best I’ve seen. I hope this tours to interested galleries- Norma
Price, NGA, ACT.

• Provocative, yet expressive; political and personal; Very powerful
exhibition. Unsigned
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The Visitors’ Book gave clear indication that viewers understood that the
exhibition aimed to reclaim the gaze by giving visibility to women’s issues.
There were also many others who identified with the rhetoric and were eager to
share in the dialogue. As evidenced in the comment below, they also made
comparisons with their personal experiences:

I thoroughly enjoyed this exhibit! Having come from a background where
women are subordinates, the exploration of women’s role in our
patriarchal society runs deep in my heart. Janice Ulera

There were also responses indicating awareness of the rhetoric embedded in the
work:

• Ah! The mirror of contortion-trying to be what is not and cannot be
whilst devaluing what is. Thanks for the reminder not to be a slave.
Liz Crawford, Cairns.

• Gorgeous, somebody who sees the truth! Verena, G. Germany.

The intent in Bollywood Gaze was specifically to portray an alternative vision, to
convey similar media pressures exist through Asian cultural manifestations in
cinema. A visitor from England responded to this work thus:

Very, very, very, inspiring and thought provoking-especially the
Bollywood Gaze, I am impressed! S. Rusbatch, England

The artwork States of Being (Plate 8.1.22) highlights unhealthy patriarchal
practices in society that create oppression and the principle that these practices
should be discouraged. One viewer took the artist aside to alert to the fact that
three of the doors were left open by mistake. The artist indicated that they were
to represent freedom for women who moved towards empowerment. It was
interesting to notice that for the duration of the exhibition they were constantly
albeit unconsciously, being closed by women. Every time the artist walked past
she would open the doors. It seems reasonable to speculate that they may have
been driven by unconscious complicit behaviour!

9.6.4 Conversations with Audience

This exhibition aimed to reach and impact upon the male audiences, as their
input and understanding is indeed necessary to bring change in women’s lives.
It can therefore lose the required persuasive strength to raise awareness, by
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disengaging the very men that the rhetoric seeks to reach, to improve the lives
of women. Their understanding and contribution to the dialogue is important
to create change but the artist cannot certify that this has been achieved.

While the workshops preceding the 2005 exhibitions failed to attract many male
participants, males were nevertheless represented in the audience at the
exhibitions. However, the extent of the impact on the general male audience
was difficult to ascertain. It seemed that exhibition failed to provoke the male
audience into the conversation or meaningful comment that is so vital to
gathering evidence and bridging gaps in perceptions. It is difficult to gauge
whether men are likely to change attitudes and behaviour if society does not
enforce it on them through obvious consequences in their lives. There also was
the odd, convinced male in the audience who agreed that women lack equality
and that they continue to endure a patriarchal climate. If there were any men
who thought otherwise, they did not approach the artist with a concrete
endorsement. In future to gauge a response, this reluctance should be
anticipated with a prepared questionnaire for the audience and this would be
the strategy for any future exhibition.

One effusive and congratulatory response from a male, however, was received
through the gallery from media personality Richard Neville, with calling card
‘Futurist’. His attempt to communicate was flattering and amusing, although it
was obvious that, in his case, the exhibition was preaching to the converted. He
sought more information on the exhibition and has maintained contact via e-
mail suggesting that the show tours to Sydney. He is indeed an exception to the
rule being willing to communicate and engage with the debate.

Throughout the duration of the exhibition, conversations with the artist were
generally from women. Selected comments reveal a definite engagement
between the more mature females in the audience during the exhibition.
Conversations with younger women at the exhibition reveal that they do not
feel harnessed to the same extent, as does their mothers’ generation. The
outcome of the research also reveals gaps in perception in some female
audience members who were prepared to recognise that violence happens
elsewhere in the world (e.g. third world, under developed or Middle Eastern
countries). The comment below from the Visitors’ Book reinforces this
observation.
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Having female friends from Asia, your work speaks on a great level to me.
It is sad that women are still treated as second -class citizens. I hope you
get this message out to the public; great works! Very thought provoking
and a projection of human emotion. (R. Scattegood, England)

It is difficult for them to accept that such situations remain covert, hidden
within the fabric of Australian and other Western societies. The role of the gaze
is the prevalent player in forming the attitudes in this case.

The gratitude expressed by another audience member: Thank you for sharing
your journey and thereby empowering other women to move towards that recognition of
self which brings the ultimate freedom of the soul acknowledged the need to raise
awareness, thus reinforcing that this exhibition has fulfilled its research aims.

There was no doubt from the artist’s conversations with the audience that the
main players in the construction of female identity had been easily identified. A
couple from England approached the artist at the end of an artist’s talk to TAFE
students. They were interested to engage in conversation about their own
experiences. At question time, they commented on the personal narrative, the
homage to the artist’s mother and relating to the photographs of the
relationship of the parents. They had recognised the artist’s role as subject of
the gaze in many of the artworks and said that they identified with many of the
issues. They added that they were able to engage with the work because of the
personal narrative and could make connections with the extent of the social
problems in England. They also prompted the artist to think about the
accessibility of work in galleries with the comment: “Works these days are so
oblique and it is refreshing to see work we understand. “

There were 71 identifiable male responses from local and overseas visitors. This
strengthened the artist’s conviction that the messages in the exhibition were
clear across genders and also across all cultures and therefore fairly universally
accessible. Some were marginally hostile but the artist concluded that this was
preferable to indifference:

Puerile, predictable, second rate Tim Harris, York, UK

One visitor did not understand the significance of the exploration as gender
specific:
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Again interesting, some thought provoking messages being clearly
expressed. I feel that emphasis should not be on women but on humans as
a whole though! Ethan Chin London, UK

Many cut across the gender barriers with affirming but short comments:

• Very interesting- it touches me. Robert Habib Anjnon, France,

• I found your work confronting in a beautiful way. Thank you-
Shayne Marketo, Yaroomba.

The differences between male and female responses are apparent. Male
communication styles are brief seeming to support the idea of the polarity of
the two sexes. Carol Tavris (1992) discusses this difference in her book,
Mismeasure of Women when she analyses the inherent differences between men
and women.

She argues that,

Unquestionably, women gain much from their practice in talking about
feelings. They get support from others. They are able to reveal their
deepest insecurities and fears, and feel validated and understood.
(Tavris, 1992: 268)

To uncover the silence in the male counterpart she quotes psychologist Andrew
Christensen who observes that, “ male silence reflects male power”. In his study
of couples designed to highlight hierarchical power structures in relationships,
he notes that, “The one who has more power doesn’t need to speak; the one
who is one–down needs to demand or persuade to get information. (Tavris,
1992: 273) In Tavris’ view, the powerful social norms for masculinity specify
that men are not supposed to reveal their feelings directly, because to do so
would be a sign of weakness, lack of self control, and other feminine vices.
(Tavris, 1992: 265)

From local, interstate and overseas visitors, many responses echo deep
sentiments and understanding of the work. Language like, revealing, thought
provoking, a collection that challenges our perception some of the statements that
indicate the exhibition has engaged the audience. The significance of the art
works and the personal context of the issues embedded in the exhibition
touched many women deeply. Some of the comments are listed below:
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• Thank you for such a life-affirming exhibition. Tradition is
important but not to be a shroud that stifles the essence of who we
are and want to be. Helene, Townsville

• I’m woman and I say thank you for that! Elizabeth T, Berlin

• Beautiful, creative artwork; Soul touching, enlightening, powerful
deep messages; Corina Schweizer, Switzerland

• Touches the heart- strings and soul. Maureen, Victoria

• Heart stirring, feeds the soul. Janet Caldwell, Victoria

• Powerful and disturbing. Yvette Brooks, Thursday Island

In interacting with the personal narrative embedded in the exhibition, the
audience’s responses reflected emotional engagement. At the opening,
conversations with the audience suggested that women identified with the
issues emotionally and expressed their sentiments openly. The artist also
witnessed tears from a Brazilian woman and there was a definite affirmation
from an older woman who had just left her dying mother in the hospital to
come to the exhibition. One lady from Serbia, Belgrade now residing in
Townsville wrote:

Picture of your mother made me feel very emotional. This picture and
words have touched me deeply. Tatyana Dujics

Great works - very thought provoking and a projection of human emotion, is evidence
of the emotional response to the artworks. There were, however, some negative
comments in the entries:

• The show was morbid and left me emotionally exhausted, oh! also,
(sic) thought provoking. Chopper Hardy, England.

• Sasi has issues! As a woman and mother and child of the world I find
this exhibition morbid, hope her next exhibition has more clarity.
Undiscernible name, Cairns.

Most of the responses were positive and lend support to the artist’s decision to
tour the exhibition to raise awareness, as noted by this entry:

 A woman in a multicultural society has been explained many times – this
was the best I’ve seen. I hope this tours to interstate galleries.
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9.6.5 Published Exhibition Reviews and Publicity

As outcomes of the exhibition, there were distinct characteristics in ensuing
reviews. Smyth’s (2000) article, (See Appendix H.1) serves primarily as a press
release to flag the coming event and to inform the public of the content of the
exhibition from the artist’s statement provided to the gallery.

Van Harskamp’s, (2004) review (See Appendix H.2) goes beyond merely
reporting information and manages to evaluate critically the main intentions
embedded in the exhibition. Her review entitled ‘A Woman’s World’ hones in
on the subject matter in this exhibition and confirms the artist’s decision to “
reveal and illuminate issues not just at the heart of the artist but also for the
audience.” (Van Harskamp, 2004: 8) She grasps the validity of the emotions in
the personal issues and links it with the political role in the exhibition. In her
writing, she also identifies the paradoxes that face women in the cultural roles
they adopt.

In the review of the exhibition in Eyeline, Daniell, 2004/5 (Appendix H.3),
validates the feminist content in this exhibition using Bovenschen’s (1985:48)
arguments on feminine aesthetic from the female gaze. Daniell argues,

 “…drawing upon her own memory, her aim is to reinvent realities
for such women. Whilst rejecting certain artistic norms, she
appropriates others in ways that offer new spaces in which female
identity and subjectivity are exposed, considered, shattered and,
hopefully, reconsidered.”

(Daniell, 2004/5: 43).

The artist’s deliberate shift from verbal to visual had enhanced the intent of the
message, as is evidenced by Daniell’s (2004/5) comment:

The photographic image Acquiescence is particularly powerful in
communicating the act of submission, whereby the compliant and
resigned women (sic) gazes away from the camera, behind the
dominant patriarch who gazes with confidence into the camera. The
Gaze remains the prerogative of the male, whereas the woman
must avert her gaze and wonder where her life has gone and what
her place is here.

(Daniell, 2004/5: 42)
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The clarity of the message is confirmed again, by Wildeheart (2005), (Appendix
H.4), with the statement “Is there any doubt about why (the mother) is in her
‘proper place’ of being in the background? (2004: 30) Both Daniell’s (2004/5)
and Wildeheart’s (2005) comments strengthen the artist’s decision to use
photographic imagery to articulate acquiescence and the notion of patriarchal
dominance thus successfully conveying the intended meaning.

To trace the message, it is important to know how the audience translates a
body of work. It is interesting that Daniell (2004/5) comments on the
availability of cues for the viewer and notes that the viewer is not blatantly
‘spoon-fed’ all the information. The review by Daniell (2004/5) also has an
academic and anthropological dimension and focuses on cross-cultural
dialogue. It examines patriarchal power relations evident in society as
reinforced by the gaze. In the review, Daniell makes connections between the
artwork and Groz’s argument that the body is a social rather than biological
construct and thus provide evidence that the works have fulfilled the aims of
the research by uncovering the role of the gaze in constructing the identity of
the woman. While the analysis of the body politics intends that the viewer
make other personal connections, Harskamp’s (2004) review uncovers the gaps
that exist between perceptions and reality in aging within the “plastic
femininity” of mass culture. (Harskamp, 2004: 8)

Daniell (2004/5) alludes to feminine aesthetics, which, while not a deliberate
intention of the artist, may be something to assess in terms of any future
presentation. It is also relevant to question the gender divisions in aesthetics as
a learned differentiation (socially contrived) as well as where the parameters
are artificially created.

The review by Mandy Wildehart (2005), has a more light-hearted flavour
perhaps intended for mass appeal. (Appendix H.4)  While her comments were
generally descriptive, especially on process, she did comment on the messages
behind the works, Acquiescence and Con Words. Wildeheart (2005:30) identified
the message clearly, thus, “Another work in the sub-series is Con-words, which
features a clever summary of words beginning with the prefix ‘con’ that all
relate to appearance.” (Appendix H.4). Her reference to a “busy, busy attitude
reflected” in the work is, however, puzzling. Perhaps she was alluding to the
lack of leisure for women as the causality of the changes in women’s roles.
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The Art Worker’s Alliance Autumn Newsletter, (2005) released a special edition
on Cultural Identity (Appendix H.5). This organisation had a special issue on
artists who explore cultural identity. I was requested to provide an overview in
a general question and answer format on how my work responds to cultural
identity. The edition entitled ‘Why didn’t the racist cross the road? He didn’t
want to see the other side’, focussed on questions relating to how my cultural
identity informs my art practice and its role in my current and future work.

9.6.6 Visitors’ Book

In hindsight, there are always improvements that an artist can make for future
exhibitions. While there are inherent limitations in any Visitors’ Book, in this
case it served to provide only a snapshot of certain outcomes of the exhibition
although it was definitely indicative of the response. There were requests for
notice of future work by e-mail from overseas and interstate visitors in the
gallery’s visitors’ book. Future visitors books will include a column for e-mails
for people who may wish to respond or communicate further.

9.6.7 Maintaining Vigilance

Art practice as such may or may not elicit change, but it is definitely able to
create dialogue and generate evaluation of personal conditions through a
climate of awareness. The path from this enquiry has lead to many possibilities
and many new adventures. As an artist and a woman, the artist is committed to
maintain awareness in society, so that a woman’s voice continues to be heard.
However, the next instalment of the work needs to be less traumatic and less
introspective. Perhaps the use of covert strategies might entice the same people
to be lulled by a sense of fun and thus be persuaded to see more clearly when
our lives are placed under further examination.

It is important that complacency does not dismantle the work done by the
previous generations of women. Patriarchy still lurks amongst us eager to rear
its ugly presence at any opportunity. It is clear that women cannot be seen as one
group. They live under varied levels of freedom and in varied social structures.
For some, their roles continue to be still in terms of the masculine agenda; it
continues to be prescriptive for a woman to be conciliatory, amenable and
satisfied with what little she gets or risk being labelled aggressive,
confrontational and difficult.
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It is important to maintain the pressure and the vigilance so that the little gains
built upon the efforts of many women before us are not forgotten or taken for
granted. It is also necessary to find a model that articulates feminine values and
one that is not within a male gaze, or as Daniell (1994/1995: 42) argues “a body
that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved”.

Thus it is necessary to elevate the intrinsic value of woman and insist on her
right to articulate self. Burggraf, (1995) by contributing to the critical views on
the Beijing Conference in Empowering Women, states:

Liberation is indeed liberation from clichés, from petrified
traditions and straitjacketing customs- but not a liberation which
(sic) is detached from ethical values and interpersonal bonds. The
“self-liberation” of women must not become a cheap imitation of
men. Some thing more valuable, more efficacious and more difficult
must be sought: for women themselves to be accepted that as
women they are different, that they are unique.
 (Burggraf, 1995: 166)

The sanctioning of patriarchal values in the name of culture and for the
benefit of society is questioned and dismantled in this body of work. This
research has provided substantial evidence to highlight the need to seek
personal freedom and satisfaction and to remain vigilant in relation to
structures in society that impede the development of women. Women can
surely only benefit society with the awareness that follows by seeking
fulfilment in whatever area they choose. By removing from men the
socially imposed responsibility of managing women and endorsing the
role of women as active partners, society can look forward to a period
when self-knowledge, intelligence and perception are active ingredients
for choices in life for all.

9.7 Implications for Further Practice and Research

This research has explored the myriad of ways in which the gaze operates to
shape and create self-identity. The visual outcomes were specifically designed
to subvert traditional gaze mechanisms and thus to interrogate viewers’ own
self -identity and ways of perceiving. Given that the impetus for this research
was provided by an analysis of self-identity, the insights provided by self
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analysis and corroborative evidence from the forum designed to provide a
reality check obviously now require further systematic investigation

While the common thread embedded in this research implicates the gaze in
creating identity, nevertheless it opens many more options for further enquiry.
The research reveals that, while women share common issues, the conditions
for each generation of women appear to be multi faceted and complex. The
degree of impact alters with each social reality, as does the recognition of
women for their contribution to society. The growing understanding of the
value of women as economic capital is bringing about changes in social trends
that, in turn, affect gender relations. Changes in the economic balance within
each generation and culture contribute to a lack of clear definition in gender
roles, leading to tensions and dissonance in both genders where traditional
delineations of roles are surely being dismantled thus altering the framework
surrounding the gaze. While this research suggests that there is a definite need
to explore changes in generational attitudes in society, other areas for visual
research also present possibilities as exemplified by the following questions:

• To what extent do cultural differences in a cohort of age groups, socioeconomic
groupings, and geographical locations (also affected by migration) contribute to
gender experience and perspective?

In order to clarify the various subtle shifts in position of the gaze in families
regarding gender roles, a cross-generational, cross-cultural visual paradigmatic
analysis of the status quo of women should be undertaken to document and
analyse the changes in orientation and trends. A visual survey of five cultural
groups across three generations would contribute to our understanding of the
changing trends, values and perceptions of self and others within members of a
family. Using locally born families across three generations would provide
relevant material for visual narratives across three generations in current
society. Documentation through film, text, photographs, installations or a
combination of processes would constitute a powerful visual narrative

• What other potential players might contribute to existing research and to what
extent might their work be integrated effectively to extend the dialogue?

There are many other directions from other artists potentially able to extend the
visual dialogue. Hence another direction could be to explore notions of gender
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by seeking contributions from a group of artists from diverse sexual
persuasions, for example, homosexual, lesbian and heterosexual
representations from varied age groups. Their perspective on the gaze will add
dimension to this research similar to that demonstrated by Beresford-Plummer
(1998) on The Individual Writer and Desire in Theatrical Praxis: A Case Study of the
Play Body Parts. The exploration of the role of Desire in the construction of his
work in theatre looks outside orthodox psychoanalytic frames to explore the
theme. Similarly, new visual data could contribute to the existing knowledge
base, with a brief on aspects of desire accompanying the invitation to artists to
produce interesting visual outcomes.

• In the context of new influences of a cross-generational and cross-cultural
context what role does the gaze play in articulating Desire?

With the advent of new influences, exposure to mass media and travel, each
generation varies in the way it absorbs and rejects traditional cultural codes of
behaviour for interaction between genders. This includes the way Desire is
articulated. A light hearted look at objectification within both the male and
female gaze in varying generational and cultural frameworks using the title Eye
Candy may be an effective way to open dialogue on Desire and investigate the
variety of differences and similarities in looking between genders. This would
provide an opportunity to investigate visually the extent to which Desire is
defined and controlled by mass media and marketing agendas and whether it
remains dominated by the patriarchal gaze.

• To what extent is feminism as a political movement no longer relevant in the
lives of young women?

In the conversations with the younger generation of women (Chapter 9.5.1) the
research has identified shifting perceptions in younger women and the
internalising of the feminist movement. In reviewing the book, The Next Big
Thing (Griffith Review 13) in The Australian newspaper, the relevance of
feminism as a social movement is questioned. She quotes Rebecca Huntley,
author of The World According to Y who argues that the successes of feminism,
where the equality of the sexes is taken for granted, may be the reason for its
demise. She also cites the emergence of “new issues, overwork for some, under
work for others, discrimination e.g. for women as well as men, coping with
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cultural barriers to male adoption, as well as the remaining barriers for
women.” (Vivienne Wynter, 2006: 37)

Researching the relevance of feminism and comparing its application in the
current context, including Asian perspectives, would contribute to the
understanding of feminism in diverse cultural contexts.

• To what extent might the shift in the gaze contribute to the advancement of
women?

The recognition that art is a unique strategy to communicate power relations
embedded in the violence against women and the acknowledgement of the role
of artist as change agent and interventionist to find real solutions is pertinent to
the dialogue on the gaze which the artist intends to explore visually. Through
presentation of embedded discourse in conferences, forums and seminars it is
possible to strengthen the political element that is inherent in the work and thus
create new ways to contribute and influence government policies for the
advancement of women.

• How might the role of artist be probed further to contribute to decision-making
processes that affect women?

An invitation to be keynote speaker at the Immigrant Women’s Support Service
Forum from the Coordinator, Annabelle Allimant has emerged as an outcome
of the exhibition tour to Caloundra. This service provides support to women
and children from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) experiencing
domestic and /or sexual violence. The forum entitled “Moving Beyond Rhetoric
to Diversity in Practice: a Human Rights Framework to Address Violence Against
Women” is seeking to find solutions to such violence by sharing information
with other key agencies, including policy makers, service providers and
academics. The feedback on the value of visual interpretation of issues in
domestic violence across cultures and its ability through narratives to connect
with diverse audiences has strengthened the artist’s resolve to seek out new
opportunities to present papers at international and regional women’s
conferences.

• How are contemporary artists in Australia using art as a political tool to effect
change?

Research on how contemporary Australian artists contribute to issues and
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dialogue and the visual strategies they adopt to reach a diverse audience would
be a beneficial outcome. The recognition of the contribution of artists as
valuable change agents would also strengthen the value of art in society.

• What possibilities are there for embodying narrative that defies stereotypical
notions on the role and status of women through the use of a static medium like
glass?

The medium of glass as a process in this research is a deliberate strategy for
visibility of issues and relevant technical experimentation to achieve new gaze
perspectives.

The interest in glass process has been further accelerated by a variety of
techniques introduced at the glass conference attended by the artist. This
uncovered new processes in glass for experimentation and showed new paths
for exploration in terms of the potential for printmaking concepts to be overlaid
on glass techniques. Extensive technical experiments using a variety of colour in
glass are needed for further exploration and experimentation. For the artist, the
title lends itself to pursuing glass techniques and to develop an overlay of
printmaking techniques with kiln glass. These are new developments from the
current research

There is thus a need to access professional development in kilncasting and
fusing. As first exemplar site, the ‘Glass Furnace’ in Turkey provides master
classes in fusing /slumping in a cost effective and efficient way to gain new
skills under the tuition of reputable experts in the field. This country has a long
history of glass art and is an excellent site for cross cultural research on the
status of women (also as an intersecting site of different cultures) while
providing a stimulating cultural environment in which to meet artists from
around the world.
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9.8 Postscript

My mother’s life ebbed as a direct result of a relentless patriarchy against which
she felt defenceless and defeated. The vision of her frustration at the impasse of
her life fuelled this work and will continue to inform the choices, I, and my
daughters, will make. Her despair has thus not been in vain.
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E.1. The Honourable Desley Boyle MP, Minister for Environment, Local
Government and Women

Sasi and her family, Diana, Anneke, that was a brilliant presentation I
must say, Elizabeth and the Gallery staff, and all of you who have chosen
to be here this afternoon, one and all.

May I first of all say that, I dare say some of you know, I’m very newly
the minister for environment, so these are very early efforts for that
portfolio, but might I add that there’s an absolutely magnificent enviro-
fiesta going on, on the esplanade just opposite, so when you are finished
here at the gallery, if you’d be interested to go down and have a wander
round, there are some absolutely tasty foods there, beautiful watermelon
juice, and some information and entertainment about matters of great
importance. I am getting there in life I figure, I thought I was there when
I was minister for local government, I was minister for women, I felt
quite happy and comfortable and was starting to feel that I was
reasonably competent and that this’ll do in life. But apparently that
wasn’t to be. But having at least the premier’s decision that I should add
environment to it, I have in fact been considering what the full flow
should be and I think it should be Environment, local government and
planning, Women, and Grandchildren. If only I could be minister for
Grandchildren too then I think I’d have the lot.

That’s a joke, and yet it isn’t a joke, what’s happened here this afternoon,
what is part of the experience you have had, I hope, or will have as you
really let yourself take in and react to Sasi’s work, is very strongly
connected to the business of women. There are very many people, male
and female, who in the state of Queensland will say to me “Well, why do
we need a minister for Women?” Anyway, mostly they say it in very nice
prissy voice [imitating] ‘Oh… and why do we need a minister for
Women?”  You know, with that sort of patronising smile, as though I’m
going to give them some pretty little answer and they’ll smile nod, but
won’t be convinced.
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The answer I do most often give and it’s absolutely true is because there
are still very many women, hundreds of thousands of women in
Queensland who live in poverty, who are not living in a safe and secure
home; who are not able to bring up their children for the future with all
the fair go and opportunity that they should have. And that of course
should be first and foremost the preoccupation for the minister for
Women.

I have however, I must say, until today, swept aside the issues of gender
equity as “well yes, yes, of course”.  Lots of us, for people like me
certainly, are doing well now and by and large are getting that fair go.
We are close to gender equity and I have not worried so much about
others of us who have a reasonable education, a reasonable career, a
reasonable income, a reasonable chance to stand up to the blokes in our
life and say “ No, I am handing over control” and “Yes, I am your equal”
and “Yes, I expect this to be truly a partnership.

Not a hope chest for the marriage where the dreams the hopes will
gradually fly away and leave me disappointed.  But I am not a woman
who has, of course, chosen to look round the corner of the Bollywood
game because I put on the right earrings, I spend a lot of time on my
makeup and I wear the clothes that are fashionable and I make sure that
the body conforms as well as I can to the social stereotype.

I am more than that, I want you to look past the outside, to look at the
woman that I am and I am not going to hide behind my culture and
admire the nice ways that religion and society whether Hindu, Torres
Straight Island, Christian, Muslim have kept us under control and I am
not going to play the con game anymore.

And I should have been more mindful of that agenda, because it is still
needed, Sasi’s work reminds us that it is too easy, for those of us who
have nearly made it, to forget the internal dialogue, to push it aside, to
pass it off, to not put it out on the table, to not bring it out in the open.  It
reminds us that there are still women in our society who have not truly
achieved gender equality.
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You do us a great favour not only is this, from a non-artist, a magnificent
exhibition in terms of its artistic style and I know that’s not an opinion
that carries much weight. It is much more than that; it is truly an
exposition of the conflicting issues that are still real issues for women in
this society.

Thank for your important contribution.  I hope that this is an exhibition
that’s going to tour, that it is not an exhibition that Cairns alone will
enjoy because we are privileged to have you as a member of our
community.  It is an exhibition that should go further.

Will you, with a very loud round of applause, congratulate Sasi and join
me in declaring this exhibition “Through the looking glass” launched.
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E.2. Assoc Professor Anneke Silver, Cairns Regional Gallery

Thank you Diana, and welcome to all of you, and congratulations to Sasi for a
wonderful exhibition. Sasi has taken you around the exhibition to look at her
artwork and has given you an insight into her work that, you know, I can’t
possibly repeat or come anywhere near. But I would like to tell you a thing or
two about Sasi, but not quite in that way. Sasi is a most passionate artist, and a
most passionate feminist, as you would have all known. And I see this
exhibition in many ways, as both a celebration or tribute, and a catharsis in
many ways. Sasi was born in Malaysia of a Hindu family, Hindu-Malaysian
family and lived a privileged lifestyle. And when she came to be of
marriageable age she married a Frenchman and came to Australia.

And I think for so many of us, the decision to leave one’s cultural background,
which applies to many, many people in Australia, has got a very special effect
on one, because in many ways, it makes you see other cultures very clearly, but
also your own culture. And, I think also that decision to, I guess, to go possibly
against one’s background, and the expectations of their parent’s generation, and
your culture, you know, sort of sets up within you an internal dialogue that is
with you forever. There’s always that to-ing and fro-ing between “what would I
have done if I would have stayed” and “What am I now?” you know, “ Was
this the right thing? Was it not the right thing?”

And I think that it is a lot of this internal dialogue that opens the eyes of people
in that situation and in looking at Sasi’s work we can see that it has opened her
eyes enormously and very perceptively to inequalities in many cultures,
including our own, and specifically focused on it’s effect on women, and the
issues that surround women’s roles and women’s conformity to certain
expectations.

I have to say, though, I think Sasi is an incredibly inventive and creative artist,
she’s equally creative with text as she is with the actual objects and fabrics that
she engages with in her work.

Now I think when we are talking– and clearly the exhibition is about the gaze-
when we are talking about the gaze, it is very specifically, you might say, the
physical gaze of one’s parents looking at you when you’re doing something
wrong. And we all know those very stern eyes. But I think also the gaze extends
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into an abstract thing which really becomes part of that internal dialogue that I
mentioned earlier on. This, you know, “Have I done the right thing?” Forever
questioning things like that. And I think then this gaze becomes an abstract
cultural gaze that is internalised as the eternal dialogue. I think in many ways
Sasi has externalised that dialogue and made it physical to us, enriched with
her perceptions about the position of women.

I have to say that Sasi’s work is as colourful and as many layered and as
textually rich as Sasi’s Asian market. There are so many colours, so many
objects and so many different layers that you can enjoy. And they all point and
focus to the same thing. Sasi uses found objects in a way that I don’t know
many people can do it this way. She manages to pick up tea strainers and
mousetraps and all sorts of other things and contextualise and to contrast them
and reconfigure them into something incredibly meaningful. She can construct
meaning with very mundane objects that we find in everyday life, through
juxtaposition and repetition. Sasi has also discovered a new medium with this
exhibition, which is glass. The glass that she uses is not in the way that many
glass artists use it as very polished or very sleek sort of way. She uses her glass
in as raw a manner as the message of her artworks. Her slabs of glass look like
pieces of, you know something that, on the one hand look like you could eat
them, they look like slabs of Turkish delight in some ways. On the other hand
they look like something you could touch and actually cut oneself and be quite
painful. So it’s that bitter-sweetness of the message that is being given, that also
comes through in the very form of the artwork, which I think is a tremendous
achievement. Now we have a very long list of speakers, so I would like to leave
it at this and I would like to thank Sasi for sharing her vision and for opening
our eyes to a lot of those issues, and I would like to congratulate her again on a
wonderful show.

So, I thank you all for coming, on behalf of Sasi, and over to you.
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E.3. Anousha Victoire, Cairns Regional Gallery

Good afternoon everyone

It is great to see so many people from far flung places making the trip up to
Cairns for this show, as well as the support for the Arts from the local
community.

I’m very happy and proud to have the opportunity to speak.

I’ve watched and listened to my mother grappling with the issues raised in this
exhibition over the last 10 years and seen her perspective evolve as she has read
widely and written her masters and now her PhD thesis.

Having a mother who has achieved much despite the conflicting constraining
forces of her culture, upbringing and environment, I have to say that I am very
lucky to not have felt such conflicts too much myself.  Growing up with
different, unusual parents and a different cultural mix at home, I learnt that it
wasn’t such a bad thing to be different, and got used to standing out.

Studying the issue of the gaze myself when, as Arts student at uni, to me it
resonated more with 1970’s feminism and women in less individualistic
societies than our own, than it did with me.  Since, I have realised that there are
women in our communities, our own society, who still feel the constraints and
conflict of roles described here; and I have been fortunate to exist outside these
systems by virtue of seeing myself as different from the beginning.

I was in that cohort of young women told: “Girls can do anything!” in their
classrooms, who actually believed it. We were encouraged to move into male
dominated fields, to be leaders and agents of social change, to question the
values we were taught and refine them.  Our main difficulty was learning that
just because girls can do anything, doesn’t mean you have to do everything!

Meanwhile our male colleagues were struggling with their own societal
castration and defining new ways to become men.

Perhaps the next challenge is to see how gender roles, shaped in society
through the media and social norms, offer contradicting and confusing
messages of male and female identities, providing no place for defining one’s
own identity as distinct from that binary opposition.
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I urge you all to reflect on your own journeys of identity formation, once you
travel through this exhibition, and to carry the challenges it offers back with
you into your own lives.

Enjoy the afternoon and the exhibition.

Thank you.



292

E.4. Professor Diana Davis, College of Music, Visual Arts and Theatre: Umbrella
Studio of Contemporary Art

THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

Professor Diana Davis

Opening of exhibition at Umbrella Studio Contemporary Arts,

Townsville 4 March 2005

It is fitting that Sasi Victoire's exhibition entitled Through the Looking Glass
should open in time to bookend International Women's Week. The Looking
Glass, after all, is a symbol of torment for most women; it affords the litmus test
of the bad hair day; the vision in the mirror is the stimulus to diet and/or
exercise; the mirror has the power either to reassure or, alternatively, to cause
despair: Mirror Mirror on the Wall/ Tell me who is the fairest of them all?

For Sasi, however, the looking glass in all its facets connotes so much more. The
research, which culminates in this exhibition, takes a multi-facetted approach to
the gaze and questions the way in which the gaze of others shapes both an
individual woman's behaviour and her self-gaze. How often does the
intercepted gaze of another stop one short, cause reflection and, ultimately, a
modification of behaviour. Sasi recognizes the gaze as a powerful shaper of
both self and identity; indeed she sees it as the monkey who has been on her
back for most, if not all, of her life.

The bottom line in Sasi's research is that the gaze is used as a method of social
control in families, in relationships, and in society at large. In her view it is a
powerful patriarchal weapon in ensuring female compliance. As she points out
in the Artist Statement in her catalogue, her exhibition is designed to question:

... the role of compliance, procured through cultural rules that
endorse patriarchy as a normal state. [She argues that] the
mechanisms of control that exist across a variety of cultural
frameworks in religion, culture and media demonstrate that there is
powerful evidence that these covert patriarchal structures are there
solely to manage, control and dominate the lives of women.

That this is her strongly held belief, despite the fact that - in her birth culture -
the matriarchy assumes prime importance, speaks volumes.
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As Anneke Silver has observed, this exhibition interrogates not only Sasi's
relationship with her mother but also with her mother culture. A powerful
driver for her conceptual frame is her observation of her mother's sense of
duality. On the one hand, Sasi sees her as having been fundamentally unhappy
and, on the other, that she was driven by a dogged belief that she could have no
alternative, that she was, in fact, trapped without choice against her better
instincts and desires.

Sasi's determination flows in the opposite direction. She will not be trapped and
she has accepted the responsibility that her art can be used to communicate to
others that entrapment exists but that most certainly it can be subverted and,
ultimately, surmounted.

One of Sasi's most potent early memories is of learning the need to keep one's
own counsel: She recalls her memory thus:

As a little girl, I watched everything around me and kept my
views to myself fearing the gaze of the people and the
recriminations that usually followed, if one thought aloud. I was
aware also of the negative consequences if I raised them.

The titles of some of the works here tonight - Questioning Gaze; Her gaze
created the boundaries for my behaviour; Lower your gaze; Fractured gaze;
Religious gaze; Privileged gaze; Multiple gaze; Bollywood gaze - bear
testimony to the enormity of its impact on her.

Despite this, the little girl has given way to courageous artist determined to
create windows designed to confront each of us, to spur us to look and to re-
examine, to consider whether we are controllers or compliers. In creating the
framework for this exhibition she occupies three positions - as subject/object, as
protagonist, and as narrator. She travels back and forth in time, sampling key
experiences as she creates critical perspectives within each of her frames.

Her need to depict visually both the overt and the covert mechanisms she
identifies in society led her to investigate glass as a medium. She acknowledges
that her instinct was that:

Glass best illustrates the embedded subtleties in my research and
provides the best metaphor for the degrees of transparency in terms
of looking and the gaze
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and she was typically undaunted by the fact that she would need to acquire
skills in glass to be able to utilize the medium. While she terms herself an
"eclectic scavenger", In fact, by combining mixed media and found materials,
delving into aspects of revealing and concealing, experimenting with colours
and thicknesses of glass to explore dimensions of visibility, investigating other
materials such as plastics, perspex, and mirrors for transparency and effect, and
incorporating significantly active textual messages, she employs reflections to
maximum effect.

The series of window installations, for example, offer visual analyses of the four
main religions explored in Sasi's research. Each window reflects its own
cultural style, colour, design, and ethic. Each creates multiple positions for
looking given that they are three-dimensional, free-standing and uniformly
divided into shadow-box sections. Viewed collectively, they offer challenging
perceptions across the cultures.

In opening this exhibition on the eve of International Women's Week, I urge
you to open yourselves to the challenges Sasi has created visually and thus
reflect on the ongoing importance of responding to those challenges.

Congratulations Sasi
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APPENDIX F - EXHIBITIONS REPORT

F. Cairns Regional Gallery Exhibitions Report
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F. Cairns Regional Gallery Exhibitions Report

E X H I B I T I O N  R E P O R T

EXHIBITION

                        Through the Looking Glass                                  

                        Sasi Victoire                                                             

VENUE

                        Loft Gallery -  Cairns Regional Gallery              

EXHIBITION DATES

Opening:        28 August 2004                                 

Closing:          10 October 2004                                

TOTAL NUMBER OF VISITORS

 Total visitation: 5780

General Public 5244

School students 213

Education 189

Others 134 (Teachers previews and
floortalks)

Total number of days the exhibition was open:  43 days                                   

OFFICIAL OPENING

Opening function:    28 August at 2.30pm                                    

Number in Attendance:

Guest Speaker:          Honourable Desley Boyle MP Minister for
Local Government, Planning and Women                                 

Floortalk:       by Sasi Victiore 28 August at 1.30pm                  
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SUPPORTING EXHIBITIONS

Lady Norman Gallery:        With the flow against the grain: Keiko
Amenomori-Schmeisser  TEP A       Museums and Galleries
Foundation of NSW Travelling Exhibition [until 19 Sept] 58th

Cairns Art   Society Annual Art Award Exhibition CAS
Members CE [until the end]                                              

Ireland Family Access Gallery:      Story Place: Indigenous Art of
Cape York and the Rainforest A     Queensland Art Gallery
Travelling Exhibition TEP [until 29 Aug] Wild Nature in
Contemporary    Australian Art and Craft A JamFactory
Travelling Exhibtion TEP [until the end]                                   

Public Curators Gallery:      Story Place: Indigenous Art of Cape
York and the Rainforest A Queensland    Art Gallery Travelling
Exhibition TEP [until 29 Aug] Wild Nature in Contemporary
     Australian Art    and Craft A JamFactory Travelling
Exhibtion TEP [until the end]                                                       

PROMOTIONAL/MEDIA ACTIVITIES

Media Release:   Media Release faxed out locally, regionally and
statewide (see attached)                      

Radio: ABC Far North Queensland (a fortnightly radio interview
on Gallery activities) ABC Radio Interview with Sasi Victoire  

Newspaper:        Cairns Post, Barfly, Cairns Sun, Barfly (see
attached clippings)

Television:          nil                                                                               

Print:                    Art DEKKO, Exhibitions Calendar, Exhibition
Invitation      

Electronic Bulletin to over 850 Friends of the Gallery, Media and
Government organisations. Total circulation 2000.      

FOH Gallery sign [Sept – Oct 04]                                          
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PUBLIC RESPONSE

Schools:          Very lovely, I enjoyed it – T. Vang, Innisfail      
                        Very inspirational – Courtney Martin, Babinda

        It is brilliant and its great – Rachel, Cairns   

General Public:

A fascinating way of expressing a serious and emotional issue – Summer Boston,
Cairns Thank you Sasi –a feast for the eye and the mind – Elaine Godden, Cairns

Again interesting, some thought provoking messages being clearly expressed – I fear
that such emphasis should not be emphasised too much on women, but on humans as a
whole thought – Ethan, London UK.

GENERAL COMMENTS

Other activities held at the Gallery during the reporting period include:  

28 Aug – Exhibition launch of Through the Looking Glass by Sasi Victoire

3 Sept – Teacher’s Preview of the Wild Nature exhibition                             

3 Sept – Jazz Night at the Gallery hosted by the Friends of the Gallery     

4 Sept – Play Reading in the Education Room                                                  

6 Sept – Exhibition of the Elaine and Jim Wolfensohn Gift – 1888 Melbourne
Cup opens to            the public                                                                              

10 Sept – Exhibition launch of Wild Nature in Contemporary Australian Art
and Craft       

18/19 Sept – Weekend workshops with Danka Fischer [Shibori and silk
dyeing]                      

20/24 Sept – Kid’s Holiday workshops with Deanna Maich                          

24 Sept – Exhibition launch of the 58th CAS Annual Art Award                   
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APPENDIX G - VISITORS’ BOOK

G.1 Cairns Regional Gallery

G.2 Umbrella Studio Contemporary Gallery
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G.1 Visitors’ Book: Cairns Regional Gallery

Selected comments from Visitors’ Book- Cairns Regional Gallery

 Having many friends from Asia, your works speaks on a great level to
me. It is sad that women are still treated as 2nd class citizens. I hope your
work gets this message out to the public. Great works - very thought
provoking and a projection of human emotion.

 A quiet talk to one’s other side.

 Thank you for such poignant feminist recognition and liberation –
always.

 Interesting aspects of being

 A fascinating way of expressing a serious and emotional issue.

 Fantastic, very thoughtful and thought provoking work.

 Poignant, Potent, Powerful. Thank you.

 Beautiful thought provoking, wonderful.

 Deeply moving- Abundant acceptance – wow!

 Congratulations Sasi. It comes together beautifully.

 Well done Sasi – A poignant exposé

 Touches your soul…

 Wow! Fantastic representation of deep emotions and thoughts. Loved it!

 Very Good. Impressive. U must watch film.

 You have captured the theme in a unique way. Well done.

 Touching, sad, beautiful!!

 Very interesting- it touches me.

 Puerile, predictable, second rate.

 Doesn’t quite catch the emotion I think, your (sic) looking for.

 Touching – makes one think!

 Thank you for once again allowing us to see through the layers and
question.
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 Food for thought.

 Vibrant & creative as ever.

 Glass…transparent? Solid? But fragile. Thank you for sharing yourself
again with us, in your own way that nobody else could. Thank you.

 Thank you Sasi – a feast for the eye and the mind.

 A significant achievement, spanning centuries & cultures, beautifully
executed.

 Trés intéressant – les 3 étages sont riche d’émotion et de variation.

 Again interesting, soul & thought provoking messages being clearly
expressed – I fear that such emphasis should not be emphasised too
much on women but on humans as a whole though.

 You appear to be able to discern the painful heart and essence of so
many issues!

 I like it!  It’s thought provoking!

 One of the most inspiring, thought provoking exhibitions I have seen for
a long time… and visually exciting too.

 Needed thinking about!

 Tells stories of human beings.

 Powerful  … and disturbing

 Just amazing, had a huge impact on viewers.

 Provocative yet expressive, political & personal. Very powerful
exhibition. Well done Sasi.

 Intense yet very enjoyable!

 Beautiful artwork “Bollywood Gaze”.

 A little too abstract for my liking

 I’ve thoroughly enjoyed this exhibit! Having come from a background
where women are subordinates, the exploration of women’s role in our
patriarchal society runs deep in my heart.
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 Insightful – especially liked your drawn lines. I’d like to see more of it (ie
the 2D stuff).

 Wonderful - Culturally exciting

 Devastating.

 Wonderfully & horribly thought provoking. Thank you!

 An interesting portrayal of identity.

 All exhibitions are wonderful!

 The work in the loft gallery particularly inspires me & makes me think.

 Wow...Speechless...literally

 Unique Art!

 A woman in a multicultural society has been explained many times – this
was the best I’ve seen. I hope this tours to interstate galleries.

 Powerful, evocative and thought provoking. Thanks!

 It is brilliant and it is great.

 Very interesting & deep seeded meanings challenges the mind.

 Excellent, really enjoyed it! Thanks!

 This is a monumental work Sasi – Congratulations! Catharsis springs to
mind. I expect it was/is.

 No catalogues available. Need more information.

 Richly textured.

 Touches the heart strings- soul.

 Thank you for sharing your journey and thereby empowering other
women to move towards that recognition of self which brings the
ultimate freedom of the soul.

 A collection that challenges our perceptions.

 Heart stirring, feeds the soul!

 Sasi excellent work - very thought provoking. Your art has brought out
the plight of women in difficult cultures around the globe.
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 Thank you Sasi for your previous work. It is beautiful & perceptive.
Keep moving forward.

 Its very interesting n (sic) good. Keep going please.  Keep going please.

 Delighted to pass over your metaphors/bridges..

 Nice to see something so different.

 Beautiful creative artwork. Soul touching, enlightening, powerful, deep
messages!

 Just exquisitely revealing – thank you.

 Beautiful- Girl, you make me want to take off the veil and dance naked

 I found your work compelling in a beautiful way, thank you.

 Work of excellence with in depth feeling. Thank you.

 Through the Looking Glass was a very creative reflection on the
experience of womankind.

 Lovely to look at. Very in touch.

 It really helps understand what’s going on & what needs to be helped!

 Very thought provoking and awareness raising.

 Excellent, so much work Sasi! Though provoking & life appreciating.

 Very Confusing.

 I’m back again. Everywhere I see something new, so many layers-
Excellent work!

 Excellent concepts, very personal, touching, wonderful, spiritual.

 Left me emotionally exhausted! Oh and thought provoking!

 Provoking, intelligence – the essence of modern feminism.

 Truly amazing, inspiring for young artists.

 One more dream achieved!!

 V.V.V. inspiring & thought provoking- I’m extremely impressed,
especially the Bollywood gaze.

 Weird, wonderful and deep messages.
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 Not enough explanation with each piece.

 Ah! The mirror of contortion – trying to be what is not and cannot be
whilst devaluing what is. Thanks for the reminder not to be a slave.

 Breathtaking, the best artwork by far!

 Sasi investigates the relationship with mother + mother culture Sasi has
issues as a woman + mother + child of the world. I find this exhibition
morbid. Hope her next exhibition has more clarity.

 Thank you for such a life-affirming exhibition. Tradition is important but
should not be a sword that shifts the essence of who we are & what we
want to be. Thanks again!

 I’m a woman and I say thank you for that.

 Congratulations- an important expression/well presented.

 Very interesting. You obviously enjoy your materials.

 Stunning! Variety in use of media + materials. Very colourful & eye
catching.

 Gorgeous. Somebody who sees the truth.

 Something gives me something to be sad.

 It’s universal and oh so personal.

 Very interesting way to inner self for everyone to gain from.
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G.2 Visitors’ Book: Umbrella Studio Contemporary Gallery

Selected comments from Visitors’ Book: Umbrella Studio Contemporary
Gallery

 Love your work, appeals to the woman in me

 Lovely, beautiful political ART!

 Picture of your mother made me feel very emotional. This picture and
words have touched me deeply.

 Thanks for bringing me back to my womanhood roots. I loved your
presentation.

 Some really interesting, Keep being brave

 How empowering, thoughtful glorious!

 Beautiful and inspiring

 Very powerful. Felt the restriction & constriction of women. Love the
gaze throughout the work. Fantastic!

 Empowering & inspiring the works are so beautifully done.
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APPENDIX H - REVIEWS

H.1 Elizabeth Smyth

H.2 Karen Van Harskamp

H.3 Caroline Daniell

H.4 Mandy Wildeheart

H.5 Tony Stephens
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H.1 Elizabeth Smyth
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H.2 Karen Van Harskamp
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H.3 Caroline Daniell
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H.4 Mandy Wildeheart
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H.5 Tony Stephens

(Artworkers Alliance Newsletter)
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APPENDIX I - PUBLICITY

I.1  International Women’s Week, Townsville

I.2 Townsville Workshop
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I.1  International Women’s Week, Townsville
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I.2 Townsville Workshop
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