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Who Are the Great Women Artists?

Thirty years ago, ARTnews published an essay arguing that social forces had

impeded women artists from becoming as great as the male masters.

We asked experts if the consensus has changed—and how

By

n January 1971, in the pages of this magazine, art histo-
rian Linda Nochlin published an essay titled “Why Have
There Been No Great Women Artists?” It was a provoca-
tive, lengthy, and wide-ranging examination of women'’s status,
past and present, which commenced with the author’s “open-
minded wonderment that women, despite so many years of
near-equality . . . have still not achieved anything of exceptional
significance in the visual arts.” There “are no equivalents for
Michelangelo or Rembrandt, Delacroix or Cézanne, Picasso or
Matisse, or even in very recent times, for de Kooning or
Warhol.” In the course of her critique, Nochlin examined what
she called “a vast dark bulk of shaky idées regues about the na-
ture of art”—including the notion that women’s art making is
somehow different from men’s—and ascribed these to the con-
ditions under which women trained until the end of the 19th
century, the romantic idea of genius, and “the fairy tale of the
Boy Wonder.” Her underlying plea was for a closer ev aluation
of the social structures surrounding the production of art, “be
they art academies, systems of patronage, mythologies of the di-
vine creator, artist as he-man or social outcast.”
The essay became something of an instant classic, widely
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read and argued, and it remains, as the Narion’s art critic Arthur
Danto notes. “beautifully well reasoned—Linda wrote like a
philosopher.” Perhaps it was not the single well-aimed shot that
touched off a revolution in art history, museum exhibitions, and
art criticism, as well as in the number of significant women
artists working today, but like Tom Paine’s Common Sense dur-
ing the American Revolution, it became a seminal document
for its times.

Now, more than 30 years later, we wondered how many of
Nochlin’s observations remained valid and how they influenced
the discourse on art in the academy, in the museums, and in the
marketplace. Given the kind of full-scale museum showcases
granted major women artists in recent years—Louise Bour-
geois, Artemisia Gentileschi, Berthe Morisot, Mary Cassatt,
Joan Mitchell, and currently at the Frick Collection, Ann
Vallayer-Coster—is it time to reconsider Nochlin's verdict on
greatness? What changes have taken place in the way we think
about art history since her essay was published? And is it possi-
ble to point to some Girl Wonders in our present moment?
Among the curators, critics, and art historians interv iewed,
there was, naturally, a diversity of opinion, but also a consensus
that the essay remains an important
historic contribution, still capable
of stirring up fervent passions.
(Nochlin herself declined to com-
ment for this story.)

“By choosing to say there were
no great women artists, Nochlin
provoked us all to look again. to re-
examine, and to reevaluate, and
with every justification, include
those women artists that we had
overlooked,” comments Ruth Ap-
pelhof, director of the Guild Hall
Museum in East Hampton, New
York, site of a recent exhibition of
art from the heyday of feminism.

And yet, “even when you pay
more attention to those careers that
shouldn’t have been lost in the
great shuffle of art history, it
doesn’t necessarily mean that our
estimation of the work increases,”
notes Marla Prather, curator of
postwar art at the Whitney Museum
of American Art. Have our opin-
ions of the “greatness” of Gen-
tileschi, Morisot, or Mitchell
changed since they received the
red-carpet treatment at major insti-












