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Briefly, What does 'femininity' mean to you personally?
It feels such an old fashioned word and idea doesn’t it? – (There’s a lot to unravel in my reaction to it I think)!  I think that deep in my psyche is the notion of femininity as weakness and a desire not to be like that (my reaction to the subservient female of the patriarchal society).  However, if femininity includes feminine ideas of sexuality and being able to be soft and loving as well as strong etc then that is good – however, those qualities must not result in feelings of weakness.  So I suppose those are my feelings – and probably part of my life – and unwritten, unrecognised uncertainties as to ‘how to be me’.
 
Briefly, What does 'feminism' mean to you personally?
The word ‘Feminism’ can carry a lot of baggage which can be very unhelpful.  That ‘baggage’ tends to focus on the socialist feminist ideas.  My view is that the word itself can be unhelpful and I tend to avoid using it.  I like something more along the line of ‘person’ ism – i.e. the valuing of the qualities of all people – all individuals.  This has (and is), of course, not been possible in the Patriarchal Society in which we in the west have lived for a couple of hundred years.  My journey as an artist has explored my own response to feelings of inadequacy and the contradiction which existed in the 1980’s of the notion of ‘woman’ and ‘artist’:  I felt that, as a woman, I could, therefore, not be an artist.  This, in the ‘noughties’, now sounds very strange – but in the 1980’s women were still very much fighting for recognition as artists.  This was the time when ‘The Guerilla Girls’ were active in the USA (worth looking at them if you haven’t yet).  I myself, was a ‘country member’ of the equivalent British Group called ‘Fanny Adams’ (it is unlikely that you will find anything on this – I’ve tried).

Back to the term ’Feminism’ – I did not just want to either become a ‘surrogate’ male (which I think is what has happened re women – inc. what the Spice Girls did - and the working climate/workplace) or for women to become the new ‘seat of power’ instead of the ‘patriarchs’ – this I think has also happened to an extent.

I am more interested in the sorts of ideas offered by the French feminist philosophers and writers like Luce Irigary and Helene Cixous as well as some artists, particularly Helen Chadwick. – There are men amongst those that I value.
 
What aspects of these two categories have you felt inspired to explore in your artwork?
As I alluded to earlier, my work has evolved as an exploration of what it is to be me.  A big part of that exploration is ‘how am I woman’ and ‘how am I artist’.  I do not stand apart from myself and think  ‘Oooh, I think I’m going to explore notions of femininity or feminism in my work today’.  All of my work is an extension of myself – I began referring to my work, only partly ironically, as ‘my thinks’ : in order to understand and learn about myself I need to express my ideas.  Many of these ideas don’t come in fully formed words, so I can’t look at them by writing or speaking them – so, in order to ‘find’ them, I need to make art.  Sometimes that has been paintings, sometimes prints, sometimes photos, installations etc.  Once the work, or ‘thinks’ are ‘out there’, I can look at them and come to understand more about myself.  I make them for me, not for anyone else!
 
What is the main stimulus or drive you feel that contributes to your creation of art?
I think I’ve answered this – but it usually comes in the form of a significant issue in my life.
 
Do you feel your work has a very contemporary message or a more universal, timeless one?
Both – contemporary, because I’m a woman now and my ‘issues’ are caused by the world in which I find myself.  Universal/timeless because the spectator brings her own ‘baggage’ to the work and takes from it what she will – the work does not have one fixed ‘meaning’ – it is there to perturb/disturb the normal, everyday equilibrium and, hopefully, force people to think more deeply.
 
Which other artist/artists do you feel most inspire your work, and why?
Helen Chadwick is a very important artist for me as she so clearly confronted the hierarchical oppositions which exist in our society (as written about by Irigary/Cixous/Kristeva) – using materials that normally do not coexist. (Opposition is the way our society works – starting with our parliament & legal system – e.g. guilty or not guilty – no grey areas allowed – ideas of soft/hard; male/female – the ‘weaker’ words tend to be regarded as female and the ‘strong’ male – this is totally engrained in our lives).  Doris Salcedo – I admire her hugely for her political work, but love her for her use of disparate materials.  
 There are many others I love, or am intrigued by, from Byzantine paintings, through to Gary Hill’s videos and work by Cornelia Parker, Tapies, Kiefer, Annette Messager……….

Do you feel your art to be an almost organic extension of yourself and experiences, or a conscious decision to make an artistic statement that is very much 'independent'?
Both – there is a conscious decision to ‘make’ art and it is an extension of me, but I hope that the work becomes independent.
 
How (if at all) do you think the artistic advances over the past century or so has affected society's perception of modern women?
 I think things like the washing machine, easy care fabrics, contraception, the education of women etc have probably had the biggest effect – freeing women from the daily toil of everyday life.  This has allowed women of all ‘classes’  -- not just the wealthy’ to become artists.  The perception was that women paint flowers and do embroidery etc.  Now, we can do what we want!

What piece of art by another artist has had the biggest effect on the way you work, or on you as a person?
Whoa – difficult one.  Perhaps Chadwick’s ‘Wreaths to Pleasure’ re the way I work.
 
What struggles do you think women face today that would not have affected them years before now?

 I think the expectation that women can do everything – we can’t, we have to choose and those choices are really difficult.


If future art could strive to make one significant difference in society's perception and treatment of women what would you have it be?
Another hard one - I presume you’re referring to our society.  I think maybe women in the west themselves need to recognise what they have and that, maybe, through having so much they have lost something of value.  Perhaps we all really need to learn to recognise the value and strength of good mothers, warm homemakers etc – without the domination which happened in the patriarchal society.  Can future art do that?  I don’t know – art has a way of finding the issues which it needs to confront – maybe we shouldn’t try to second guess it!
