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Artist-teacher identities: An autobiographical exploration of 

gendered identity construction  

Wendy Hyde, Goldsmiths College, University of London. 

 

Abstract 

In this study I investigate the construction of gendered artist-teacher identities. 

I describe an emancipatory epiphany that I experienced on an Artist Teacher 

Scheme (ATS) Master of Arts and I analyse its effects on my own identity. I 

use an autobiographical narrative of my multiple subjectivities as a mother, 

daughter, grandmother and artist-teacher, exploring my art practice and 

pedagogy in a Sixth Form College. These practices are my intervention into 

the deeply patriarchal, phallocentric discourses that are still located within the 

western field of art, which are echoed in art education. I ask to what extent this 

ATS professional development can open a dialogue that reveals the 

possibilities for the development of critically-engaged pedagogies of dissent 

from the place of the ‘Other’. Beginning with a contextualisation and wider 

exploration of the history, philosophy and institutionalisation of the ATS, I 

investigate gendered identity construction and narrate my experience through 

my participation on the course. I position myself in the place of the Other 

through an analysis of the inscription of the feminine in my art practice as a 

film maker, illustrating how embodied, gendered artist-teacher identities are 

formed and lived, and how, through theory and practice, the current 

educational system can be questioned and challenged. I have outlined how the 

complex layering of identity, gendered lived experience, theory and practice all 

affect pedagogy, and I investigate the ways in which learning in each of these 

fields is interdependent and impacts on all the others. I document the lasting 

effects of this course, and note the need for a symbiosis of praxis for teachers 

similar to those offered through the ATS scheme. 
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Introduction  

Mothers as ‘Other’: feminisms and gendered artist-teachers 

Composed as I am from a multitude of identities as a mother, daughter, grandmother, 

artist-teacher and feminist researcher I aim to tell more nuanced stories of gendered, 

embodied social realities. In this research I pose the problem of how to describe and 

contextualise my embodied lived experience as a gendered artist-teacher. I explore 

how being a participant of an MA Artist Teacher Scheme course (ATS) was an 

epiphany for me, which allowed me to make an intense personal interrogation of 

issues of gender in my art practice and pedagogy. The MA ATS provided a unique 

opportunity for me to begin to think about practice by using new methodologies, and 

through the introduction to bodies of theory I had not previously encountered. 

Travelling a parallel path, the assimilation of these theories also helped me to think 

about pedagogies in new ways. These pathways were defined by my deep interest in 

the articulation of gendered practices and identities, which resulted in the exploration 

of feminine identities in my art practice (which consequently led to an investigation of 

female identities through the pregnant body) and my pedagogical thinking. In the 

thesis I have structured my auto-ethnographic, narrative findings within contemporary 

frameworks of art, social theory and feminist philosophy. I use these to investigate the 

gender tensions that still exist within the fields of art practice and art education. From 

these autobiographical explorations and analysis of gendered identity, I explore more 

generally the production of gendered identities in practice and pedagogies in the field 

of art practice and art education. 

 

 

Research questions 

i) Aims and research questions 

The main research questions asked in this study are:  

•  In what ways are identities of artist-teachers constructed in the context of the 

ATS course, art practices and art education? 

•  In what ways do gendered identities impact on practices and pedagogies in a 

sixth form college? 

 



 9 

 

ii) Fields of study  

The research questions are explored in four domains:  

•  The concept of the artist-teacher.  

•  Gendered and embodied identity construction.  

• The specific construction of the gendered, embodied, identity of an artist-

teacher, using a personal case study of an artist-teacher in a learning 

community of a sixth form college art department. 

• Art practice as research. 

 

The Artist Teacher Scheme  

The Artist Teacher Scheme (ATS) celebrated its tenth anniversary in 2009. It was 

founded on a model first discussed by representatives from the Arts Council for 

England (ACE), the National Society for Education in Art and Design (NSEAD) and 

Tate. Since its modest beginnings in England, the scheme has continued to expand 

into a federated model consisting of a core of around ten courses that are located in 

diverse geographic areas, including Scotland. The ATS was founded on the premise 

that art educators located in the visual arts ‘who maintain their own creativity within 

the context of contemporary disciplines, can be significantly more effective in the 

classroom or studio and [are] more likely to be satisfied with their work in education’ 

(Cole, 2009: 3).  

 

The ATS courses are provided in three different staged levels, ranging from short, 

one day workshops, holiday based week-long experiences, to full MA award-bearing 

courses running over two or three years, and professional ATS doctorates are now 

being developed. This range of courses is delivered through unique partnerships 

between galleries of contemporary art, higher education institutions and university art 

schools, and together they aim to offer teachers of art and other art educators time 

and space to create communities of practice and learning, where participants can 

deepen their subject specific knowledge, and theoretically contextualise this within the 

field of contemporary practice (paraphrased from NSEAD, 2010) 

 

There is a gathering body of evidence, from independent evaluations and collated 

course reports, which indicates that this ATS model has made fundamental changes 

to both the art practice and identities of many of the participant teacher educators, 
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changes which have in turn had a significant effect on their work with their pupils, and 

on their pupils art practice. (Adams, 2003; Hyde 2004, Galloway, 2006; Hall, 2009; 

Page, 2010). The significant value of the ATS to education is that the artist-teacher 

participants of these schemes maintain a direct and sustained contact with a wide 

range of learners, unlike most artist-in-residence models or gallery-based learning 

schemes. The sustained engagement of the artist-teachers with their own practice, 

immersed within the context of their community of learners, is an enduring feature of 

these schemes. The paradigm shift that can occur within their own practice and 

theoretical understanding over an extended period affects the scope of their 

pedagogic practices, their pupils’ artwork, and in some cases a cascade of their 

influence upon their colleagues.  

 

There is widespread agreement of the transformative values of the ATS amongst 

course leaders. Adams, the course leader for the MA ATS at Goldsmiths, London 

stated that ‘the significant benefit of the ATS is in teachers re-engagement with their 

practice within a contemporary art framework to gain a critical perspective on their 

pedagogy’ (Adams, 2010a). This is mirrored in the words of Baker, the course leader 

for the ATS MA Fine Art and Education at Northumbria University who stated recently 

‘teachers of art that join these Masters level courses do not want to simply update 

their knowledge, they want a dialogue of dissent and discovery that they can pass on 

to those they teach’ (Baker, 2009: 7). This view is also corroborated by Hall, the 

course leader for the MA ATS at Roehampton University, who suggested in a recent 

paper that the ATS could be described as often taking place in ‘an oppositional 

context, where identities, ideologies and cultures from art education and 

contemporary art practice can be reflexively contested’ (Hall, 2010: 103). 

 

What is of interest to me in this study is this contested space as described by Hall and 

Baker above, I am fascinated by the rich dialogue of dissent created within these 

oppositional contexts that is evidenced in much contemporary art practice. In this 

study I principally focus on the territory exposed when these sites of resistance are 

further intersected by gender, when received gender hegemonies inherent in these 

fields are added to this critical debate. A further layer of complexity is created when 

these contemporary practices are introduced into the orthodoxies of art education. It 

is perhaps indicative that gender is not mentioned in any of the reports or evaluations 

of the ATS that I have surveyed.  
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Being a participant of the 1999-2001 Liverpool John Moores, MA Artist Teachers 

Scheme  (LJMU MA ATS) caused a paradigm shift in my own understanding of both 

contemporary practice and theory, which significantly affected the ways I produced 

artwork. This epiphany also encouraged me to utilise critically-engaged art works with 

my sixth form students. These factors have in turn influenced the art production and 

theoretical understanding of my students. This study describes and theorises these 

changes over a period of ten years, since the scheme’s inception. My involvement 

with the ATS encouraged me to explore the relationships and tensions that exist 

between the wider field of contemporary art and its contextualisation within post-

structural, socio-cultural and feminist theories. I recognised how these often 

uncomfortable, theoretical alliances can be situated and normalised within the insular, 

cyclical, social context of art education. The art practices taught within my sixth form 

college can be described as being positioned within a market-led, audit-driven culture 

of exam results, assessments, performance indicators, target setting, surveillance 

and accountability. 

 

How can the ATS culture of ‘dissent and discovery’, as described by Baker (2009), 

exist within the oppositional discourse of audit and accountability increasingly evident 

within schools and colleges? As Hall has noted: ‘the connections between art practice 

and teaching are complex, diverse, difficult to articulate, challenging to implement and 

do not easily lend themselves to simple impact measurement’ (Hall, 2010:109). Baker 

further suggests that rather than assessing and examining pupils’ ability, artist-

teachers should prioritise their pupils’ willingness to consider ideas, proposing that it 

is within this discourse of innovation and receptiveness to alternative thinking, that 

spaces for creativity are made. She recommends that: 

in order that the examination is used to effect education it must allow for 
impulsive and informed dialogue, philosophical exchange of ideas and the 
confidence to make, to produce something speculative (Baker, 2009: 7).  

 

Gender and its effects on identity and practice 

I began my research by investigating and comparing the evaluations of the early 

artist-teacher pilot schemes of 1999 (described in chapter 1) alongside my own early 

study that researched a selection of these initial ATS courses (Hyde, 2004). This 

produced a line of investigation that raised further questions for research. One 

important finding to emerge from my early research was concerned with the gender 

balance of the scheme, which indicated that it comprised more than 70% female 
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participants (Hyde, 2004); I also found that this reflected the current gender ratio of 

teachers of art in secondary schools. This gender bias is in stark contrast with female 

participation within the field of western art, which has been, and still is vastly under 

represented in the majority of major art collections (Pollock, 1999; Perry, 1999). This 

gender imbalance is compounded by the tacit gendering of art history in schools 

(Dalton 2001), where, for example, the majority of artists used as subjects for critical 

studies in art education are still white, western and male (CENSAPE, 1998; Downing 

and Watson, 2004). Following this significant early finding, I narrowed the focus of 

this study upon the identity formation and practice of female artist-teachers. I felt 

these gender tensions warranted further investigation, and I demonstrate through this 

study how I, as a (female) gendered artist-teacher, can intervene and offer resistance 

to this hegemony through my art practices and my pedagogies; I describe through my 

autobiographic narrative how the ATS MA course enabled me to have the theoretical 

and practical acumen to do so. 

 

Identities (and gendered identities) have recently become subject to deconstruction in 

many areas of society, with the more traditional, fixed positions and roles adopted by 

past subjects now being seen as more unstable and therefore subject to question and 

renegotiation. The relationship between sex and gender, male and female, and 

(hegemonic) masculinity and (emphasised) femininity, are all to some degree 

overlapping and have changed/slipped over time. Critiques of these terms have been 

used as tools to begin to question power and knowledge systems. Yet, as Paechter 

(2007) notes ‘these most useful discourses are also potentially the most restrictive 

because of their ability to capture us, to take us into themselves so that we can no 

longer see beyond them’ (2007:74). In my study I consider these problems of 

terminology alongside the additional dilemmas confronted in embodiment theory and 

theories of identity construction. In order to draw attention to the instability of these 

slippery binary concepts I have utilised the concept ‘gendered female’ as a device to 

emphasise the importance of marginalised, gendered identity. Thus I bring back into 

focus a continuing discursive slippage; it may appear to be a clumsy term, but it is 

designed to have the effect of foregrounding this dilemma.  

  

The ways in which gendered positions and roles have been constructed in art and 

education in the past, and how they are currently becoming the subject of 

reconstruction, are further areas of investigation in this study. I present a theoretical 

exploration into the formation of identity through the work of theorists from different 

fields, such as art, science, philosophy and psychoanalysis, and apply these to the 
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dual roles played by artist-teachers, making special reference to gender, embodiment 

and developing theories of art education. Gendered artist identities are studied along 

with notions of omission and revision in relation to the female artist within the western 

canon of art (Pollock 1999). Using poststructuralist feminist and postmodern theories, 

I explore gendered corporeal specificity within such notions as the im/possibility of 

writing the performative feminine (Cixous, 1991), the search for the feminine from a 

psychoanalytic perspective (Lacan, 1989; Irigaray, 1993; Kristeva, 1984,1985) and 

philosophies of gender and embodiment (Butler, 1993; Grosz, 1994; Young, 2005).  

 

As the specificity of the embodied presence of the female gendered artist-teacher and 

artist-learner is a central theme in my research, the methodologies I employ fit into an 

interpretive paradigm, which uses mainly ethnographic and feminist/gender theory. To 

collect the data for my study I have utilised an autobiographic narrative life history and 

documentary study; I have also utilised questionnaires, interviews, and student case 

studies.  An important aspect of my study includes my art practice as both evidence 

and research. My digital video film Møther (2007) is both research and an intervention 

into the troubled positioning of the maternal in the field of western art and social 

theory. My inclusion of this practical art-based research is used as evidence to bridge 

the gap that I perceive to exist between theory and practice. This is especially 

important in the specificity of gendered, conceptually-based practice (Meskimmon, 

2003; Jones, 2003; Irigaray 2004). In view of the gendered problems of body 

representations in western art, my film is analysed alongside examples of my 

students’ artworks, which explore gendered corporeal identity issues that are 

pertinent to their lived experience. These findings are applied and discussed in 

relation to art education, where, to some extent, this female pairing, and the 

representation and positioning of these female-gendered embodied subjects, still 

produce tensions. My art practice, the art practice of my students, and the 

accompanying theoretical discourse, are treated as an integrated body of work that 

exemplifies the recent paradigm shift that has occurred in theories of the (female) 

gendered body. These theories take into account corporeal, lived, gendered, 

experiences such as sexuality, pregnancy, and childbirth (Young, 2005; Grosz, 1994). 

By charting a personal history of the effects of gendered embodiment through my film 

I explore the tensions these corporeally based practices still hold when locating my 

work within the hegemonic structures of western art. Through positioning my practice 

as an intervention I illustrate the formation of my gendered artist-teacher identity. 
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Gender has recently been expressed as a set of socially imposed systems that 

encode sexual difference, which are prescribed by ‘the powerful’ in an unbalanced 

binary opposition (Butler, 1990). Here I present an alternative reading, proposing that 

lived embodied experience can also be used to construct a sexed/embodied theory of 

corporeal identity, an identity that can be employed to disrupt the normative readings 

of binary sexed bodies and open new theoretical spaces for the feminine. These are 

spaces that do not reduce female identity to biological determinism, but build on the 

positive aspects of the maternal such as co-operation, ‘being with’ and nurture, 

concepts that are often subsumed by negative essentialised readings of the maternal 

(de Beauvoir, 1997; Betterton, 1996; Cixous, 1991; Ettinger, 2006; Gatens, 1996; 

Grosz, 1994; Irigaray, 2004; Jefferies, 2005; Kristeva, 1980; Meskimmon, 2003; 

Young, 2005).  

 

The thesis in summary 

As the focus of this thesis is a personal exploration and analysis of artist-teacher in 

theory and practice, I start by identifying the etymology of the term artist-teacher, and 

explore how this definition is employed in a range of historic and contemporary texts. 

This first chapter charts the history of the ATS, surveying the literature from the UK 

National Society for Education in Art and Design (NSEAD) ATS and making a 

comparison between the findings of my pilot research (Hyde, 2004) and the findings 

of the national ATS evaluation (Galloway et al, 2006). It presents research into the UK 

ATS historically, philosophically, institutionally and through its participants. I discuss 

the idea of the artist in residence in schools, and survey early models of artist-

teachers. Following this the philosophy and aims of the NSEAD ATS are presented 

and discussed. I note towards the end of this first chapter the important discovery that 

the majority of ATS participants are female and note that this factor seems to have 

been overlooked in the reports and evaluations. This raises new questions relating to 

gendered identity construction of artist-teachers.  

 

Chapter two explores the notion of identity and gendered identities and the 

application of this theory to artist-teacher identities. This chapter presents a 

theoretical exploration into the formation of identity in the work of theorists from 

different fields, and seeks to apply such theories to the construction of the dual roles 

played by artist-teachers, with special reference to gender and developing theories of 

art education.  
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Chapter three is a description of methodologies used in the thesis to explore 

gendered artist-teachers within an autobiographical frame. As the specificity of the 

embodied presence of the gendered artist-teacher/artist-learner is a central theme in 

my research, the methodology employed fits into an interpretive paradigm, that uses 

mainly ethnographic and feminist/gender theory. The central autobiographic case 

study uses a narrative, ethnographic approach, which is justified and discussed. My 

reflective case study is presented through photography and text and includes a 

theoretical analysis of the longitudinal effects of the ATS on my art practice, and upon 

my understanding and application of theory. I investigate my current film practice 

(Møther, 2007) as both research and evidence, making a case for the inclusion of art 

practice as research (Sullivan, 2005) in an educational context.  

 

Chapter four charts my history leading up to the artist-teacher course and my 

personal epiphany. It presents a longitudinal, narrative autobiographical case study of 

myself as an artist-teacher in the context of my sixth form college. Here I Introduce a 

brief autobiography and contextualisation of my historical identity construction as an 

artist in the family, as a student, and as an artist and teacher before my participation 

in the scheme. I analyse my identity in detail, considering the longitudinal effects that 

participating in the ATS has had on art my practice and pedagogy and its theoretical 

contextualisation. I investigate the institutional constraints on initiating and 

implementing these changes at my college.  

 

Chapter five presents the impact of the ATS on my personal art practice. My film 

Møther (2007) interrogates the pregnant body and its discursive positioning in 

western art and theory. More specifically I explore the contemporary pregnant body 

through the relationship/s that exist between the embodied, female-gendered artist-

teacher and the pregnant model when situated within the complex dynamic of familial 

relationships; positions that challenge traditional notions of gender, artists and the 

public and private domains. Through this practice as research I explore how women 

artists can legitimately operate within the (non-essentialised) feminine when 

embodiment is foregrounded. My digital video artwork is offered as an intervention 

into the normative binary gendering of art subjects and artists, and disputes notions of 

gendered public and private fields of production. My film is evidence of my critical 

engagement, illustrating the intellectual and practical processes through which my 

new artist-teacher identity emerges. 
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Chapter six investigates the impact of the ATS on my pedagogy focusing on issues of 

gender and identity. Two case studies of my sixth form students’ artwork are included, 

and I describe how these offer a form of resistance to hegemonic art educational 

practices. Through an analysis of the application of my ‘critically engaged’ pedagogy I 

explore the ways in which, and to what extent, myself and my artist-learners can 

acquire a critical awareness of visual and cultural practices that can be used to 

challenge the received hegemony of gendered cultural capital and identities. I close 

this chapter by broadening out to consider the wider philosophical points regarding 

the place of the feminine within these fields. Chapters five and six together explore 

and interrogate how I have been able to expand and extend my art practices and 

pedagogies illustrating the theoretical and practical emergence of the new artist-

teacher subject. 

 

Chapter seven concludes the study by reviewing the outcomes of the research that 

relate to my personal journey. These outcomes illustrate the value of the MA ATS as 

an emancipatory form of enquiry through my development as a theorised artist-

teacher. Here I contextualise and corroborate these autobiographical narrative 

findings with relevant data from the earlier broader research, and analyse the reasons 

for change utilising theoretical models I have laid out in earlier chapters. By drawing 

together these elements I interrogate and relocate the missing feminine spaces in art 

practice and art education.  

 

Finally I present a statement of the key findings of this study and discuss the 

consequences of this symbiosis of theoretical and practically-based research. I 

analyse the reasons for the changes that have occurred in my newly emerging artist-

teacher identity, summarising the transformations in my art practice and theoretical 

understandings, and clarify the how these have impacted on my pedagogy and the 

practice of my students.  I then clarify the theoretical models I have laid out in the 

earlier chapters and explain and interpret the findings. In conclusion I make 

recommendations for the use of this research and outline the potential impact of the 

ATS on (female) gendered artist-teachers and artist-learners. 
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Chapter 1: The artist-teacher  

1.1: Introduction 

The focus of this chapter is the artist-teacher, and starts by defining the meanings 

attached to the term. A range of historic and contemporary texts are surveyed and 

analysed which make reference to artist-teachers in the British education system. 

Following this an examination of relevant literature referring to the initial conception of 

the Artist Teacher Scheme (ATS) is made. I then introduce my pilot research into the 

early stages of the ATS making comparisons between the findings of my research 

into three ATS courses of different levels (Hyde, 2004), and the findings of the 

evaluation research of the scheme carried out by Warwick University (Galloway et al, 

2006). Finally I summarise the main points of the findings and discuss the application 

of relevant theoretical models of analysis to these findings. I close with a discussion 

of the questions raised that need further in depth longitudinal research.  

 

1.2: Defining the artist-teacher 

Artist-teachers have existed it seems for as long as there have been artists. In the 

sixteenth century the artist and historian Vasari wrote ‘Lives of the Artists’, describing 

how in the thirteenth century the artist Cimabue discovered a young shepherd boy 

‘Giotto’ in the countryside, scratching pictures of sheep onto a smooth rock surface. 

Recognising his ‘natural’ talent, Cimabue took him to Florence as his apprentice. 

Vasari describes how Giotto: 

helped by his natural talent and instructed by Cimabue, in a very short space of 
time Giotto not only captured his master’s own style but also began to draw so 
ably from life that he made a break with the crude Byzantine style and brought to 
life the great art of painting as we know it today […] (Vasari, 1965:58) 

From Vasari’s description it seems that the role of the artist-teacher here is to 

discover and cultivate those with a talent and aptitude for art work, first by nurturing 

ability in their pupils, and secondly to pass on their own expertise. This sixteenth 

century representation of the thirteenth century patriarchal structure of the artist-

teacher, is also an interesting comment and representation of the art world at the time 

this text was written, with the artist/father figure fostering the talent of the young 

protégée. This was a deeply entrenched social system for ‘situated learning’ (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991), where artists in the sixteenth century took in young male 
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apprentices (or in some, rare cases used their daughters or sisters) to teach them 

their trade/art. Subsequently Vasari’s model has been used in more recent times by 

others such as Gombrich (1970) as an illustration of the notion of the progressive 

model of art history, to describe how the young protégée learns from, and then 

outshines the talents of the teacher, taking steps forward into the new art arena. This 

in some ways is the antithesis of current ATS practices with its emphasis on artist-

teachers developing and updating their own practical and theoretical skills in order 

that they may continue to practice alongside their students in ‘communities of 

practice’ (Wenger, 1999).  

 

The ATS learning outcomes (LJMU, 2000) state an intention to further develop artist-

teacher reflectivity, enabling participants to acquire confidence in their capability as a 

productive artists and teachers, alongside encouraging a wider awareness of the 

contemporary developments in the field of art and design, enhanced by the 

acquisition of analytical and critical skills. It was envisaged that this new professional 

level of both theoretical and practical expertise would lead to an improvement in 

standards in both teaching and learning. This ATS model of a shared community of 

practice is unlike Vasari’s representation of the apprentice artist, who, learning from 

the master, then builds on this skill in a progressive model, finally eclipsing the work 

of the master/artist. In the artist-teacher/artist-learner model both participants and 

their students engage with the field of art within a collective mutual learning space, 

proceeding at their own level through practice and theory, and by means of their 

relative positioning and exposure to the wider field of art develop a shared 

‘community of practice’ (Wenger,1999). 

 

Currently the term artist-teacher is used to define an artist in regular employment as a 

teacher, lecturer or gallery educator for whom their expertise as an artist underpins 

their principles and style of teaching. Thornton (2005) suggests a simple definition of 

the artist-teacher in the context of the visual arts is ‘an individual who both makes and 

teaches art and is dedicated to both activities as a practitioner’ (Thornton, 2005:167). 

This appears to be a good working definition of an artist-teacher as it underlines the 

commitment to the roles of both artist and teacher equally. This fully integrated 

commitment can be regarded as problematic however, as other interested parties 

such as school management or parents may not always see the value or relevance of 

a teacher of art identifying as an artist; as Thornton notes: ‘The teacher’s practice as 

an artist or art specialist is not always understood as a potentially valuable 

complement to practice as a teacher and consequently an important contribution to 
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student/pupil learning.’ (Thornton, 2005:171). The concept of the artist-teacher being 

deeply committed both to their own practice as an artist, and to their pedagogy, 

demands the construction of a more complex, layered identity.  

 

When seeking earlier models of UK artist-teachers or teachers maintaining their 

practice as artists, I noted that the Department of Education and Science’s, (DES) Art 

in Schools Education Survey of 1971 suggests a list of qualities necessary for an art 

teacher in a secondary school that includes art practice as a desirable attribute: 

He [sic] needs to be talented and experienced in his chosen field, such as that of 
a painter, potter, sculptor or designer, but in addition he needs to be versatile and 
willing to develop his skills in other crafts in order to cover as far as possible the 
varied abilities and interest of his pupils. As an artist he must have sensitivity and 
enthusiasm for his work which he is eager to communicate, and as a teacher he 
must have a deep interest in his pupils and sympathy for their needs and 
aspirations. (DES, 1971: 76) 

As well as the notable ‘universal male’ positioning applied to the art teacher in this 

quotation, the idealism inherent in this description of a teacher of art employed in 

secondary education is implicit (in stark contrast to the description of the maths or 

science teacher), in its expectation of art teachers to be specialist practitioners in at 

least one area of artistic practice. There is also the expectation that they will develop 

other skills while in employment to widen their areas of artistic expertise, in response 

to the needs of their pupils and their art department. Together these two points 

suggest an idealistic, vocationally based model of an artist-teacher, (at least in the 

secondary sector) for which the further development of teachers’ artistic practice is 

recommended. The DES document however, further suggests that: 

Sometimes the art teacher will be able to continue successfully as a practicing 
painter or craftsman, but often his[sic] interests will be so wide that his artistic 
production outside school hours will be too sporadic and experimental to enable 
him to develop his own work consistently. Never the less many successful art 
teachers find it necessary, even if only occasionally, to keep their own work alive 
not only as a personal interest but in order to stimulate their teaching. (1971: 76-
77) 

Again the gendering of the art teacher as male is notable in this statement, but whilst 

recognising the said teachers need to extend practice outside the school 

environment, it suggests that the effect of this lack of direction and the pressure on 

time will relegate the status of this teacher’s art practice to that of a personal interest, 

or to that merely used as a stimulus for teaching. This DES report further 

recommends that, a secondary art teacher needs to be aware of changes to the 

content of HE courses to which their pupils may wish to progress, besides having a 

good knowledge of both the history of art and of the new trends and practices 
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developing in contemporary art and design. To achieve and broaden this wide range 

of desirable knowledge it proposes that art teachers should regularly attend organised 

courses ‘to keep their work technically up-to-date, vital in its content and relevant to 

the needs of their pupils […]’ (DES, 1971: 82). This, however, is despite pointing out 

that the ten-day courses offered as suitable training for this purpose, are heavily over 

subscribed, and are to be run in teachers’ vacation periods. This document illustrates 

a great need for the continuing professional development for teachers of art stretching 

back more than four decades.  

1.3: Histories of art education and their constructions of 

gendered identities  

In this section my emphasis will be centred on the themes of identity construction and 

practice in UK art education through investigating three key periods: 

•  The late nineteenth century: the beginning of mass state education; 

•  The 1940s: a period of great post war idealism and change; 

•  The 1970s to the present: the 1970s, the start of the period when art 

education begins to embrace contemporary theory (such as feminism, post 

structuralism and postmodernism) all of which challenge aspects of its 

previously accepted structures. 

I pose the question, how do UK artist-teachers form their identities? Asking how this 

impacts on the identities and art practices of their students? These constructions will 

be intersected at the nodal point of gender. 

 

In Macdonald’s book ‘The History and Philosophy of Art Education’ (2004; first 

published in 1970), he outlines the universal/traditional, patriarchal nature of UK art 

education over the past century. In this text Macdonald delineates a history and 

philosophy of western art education from a white, male, Eurocentric perspective. 

Constructing the male in a universal position associated with notions of artist-as-

genius operating in the public sphere. In this context mainly by omission, woman is 

associated with nature and reproduction, decoration and the private, domestic 

sphere. This text is principally centred on the personality clashes of the ‘great men’ 

from the various academies in the evolving schools of art from the early nineteenth 

century until the late 1960s. It affects an understanding of the roots of some of the 

ideologies that continue to affect the structure and discourse of contemporary art and 

design pedagogies.  
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If Macdonald were to now rewrite this book taking into account the contemporary 

field, it would perhaps also have to reassess the contribution that women and other 

marginalised groups have made to art and art education. It is however relevant to 

deconstruct this text as a historic document, investigating the value given, and space 

allocated to different aspects of art education; in one sense its importance to this 

study is more in noting what has been omitted, or as Pollock (1999: 9) defines it 

‘reading against the grain’ of the document, asking who is not represented in this text, 

inserting the omitted ‘voice of the other’ (Irigaray, 1985: 155), such as the voice of the 

woman, black or working class artists.  

 

After the Second World War, the deeply conservative ethos of the UK started to be 

eroded by the paradigm shift that occurred within the popular post-war optimism and 

this was fuelled by the demands made by the returning WW2 soldiers with their 

notions of freedom and entitlement to both education and healthcare. It was against 

this pioneering spirit of the 1940s that Herbert Read made an important, if idealistic 

contribution to art education by building on the work of Marion Richardson in 

recognising pupils’ creative abilities (as opposed to just their need for instruction in 

art). Read applied Jungian psychoanalytic theory to analyse and categorise children 

in terms of having different emotional and psychological types. Read’s Education 

Through Art (1943) putting forward the radical thesis ‘that art should be the basis of 

education’ (Read, 1970: 1). Using the philosophy of Plato as his starting point he 

proposed the purpose of education is: ‘to develop, at the same time as the 

uniqueness, the social consciousness or reciprocity of the individual’ (1970: 5). Noting 

the problems associated with providing a purposeful education system that should 

foster individual (though ill-defined) growth, Read puts forward five tenets for the 

scope of aesthetic education, based on theories of expression and ‘naturalised’ ideas 

of perception. He then groups these points to co-respond with the senses and 

techniques of aesthetic education (1970: 9). Read’s holistic vision for an integrated 

curriculum with the arts at its centre contains elements of a phenomenological 

approach expounded in the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (1963).  

 

Read, (radically for this time) suggests that ‘what is wrong with the [1940s] education 

system is precisely our habit of establishing separate territories and inviolable 

frontiers’. He suggests the integration of ‘all biologically useful faculties in a single 

organic activity’ (1970: 11). This appears quite far-reaching and radical when 

compared with the current British National Curriculum that still clearly segregates and 

differentiates subject areas and art disciplines, and is very prescriptive about the 
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teaching and assessing of creative work. Conversely however, Read’s lack of any 

critical or contextual studies in his model is from a contemporary viewpoint a notable 

omission to his vision. A further point of relevance drawn from Read’s 1940s text is 

the tone of his advice, in that he seems generous in his appreciation of the skill and 

dedication of the art teachers he observes and interviews; he views these teachers as 

professional art educators who have the ability to make autonomous pedagogic 

decisions. It is also interesting that Read considers the relationship between the pupil 

and the teacher as a two-way learning experience: 

 […]  the teacher also learns how much of what is wanted he [sic] is able to give, 
and how much he cannot give; what he can already give, and what is still too 
much for him. Thus he learns his responsibility for the particle of life entrusted in 
his care, and as he learns he educates himself. Self-education, here does not 
mean that one has solitary dealings with one’s self, but that one should 
consciously occupy oneself with the world around. The forces of the world which 
the pupil needs for the creation of his personality should be discerned by the 
educator and educed in himself. The education of a pupil is thus always the self-
education of the teacher (Read, 1970: 292). 

Read’s acknowledgement of the reciprocal nature of the art-teacher/artist-pupil 

relationship and the need for the continuing education of the teacher can be 

correlated to contemporary notions of the artist-teacher/artist-learner relationship that 

is central to this study. Building on this kind of approach Dennis Atkinson (2002) 

explores the tensions evident when art teachers and their students negotiate and 

form their artist-teacher and artist-pupil identities. He notes his own unease produced 

by the conflict caused by being part of an examination and assessment procedure 

that values particular forms of representational work; while wanting to prepare 

students to succeed in these; he also seeks to value the different practices found in 

the work of his students from different cultural backgrounds. He describes how, when 

teaching and assessing the work of his students from an Asian cultural background 

he felt pressured into making institutionalised judgements that he later realised were 

a form of ‘cultural politics’ (2002: 3). He proposes that ‘pedagogised identities’ (2002: 

4) are formed within specific discourses of practice and representation in response to 

the value placed on certain practices, suggesting that these pedagogised identities 

change when the emphasis is focused on different places. For example, he suggests 

pedagogic identities will be differently constructed within a skills based course, or on 

a representational drawing and painting based course, or when the emphasis is 

placed on using the art curriculum to explore social and personal issues. He notes the 

difficulty faced by the contemporary artist-teacher in negotiating a path between these 

opposing ideals. 
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Atkinson raises further interesting and relevant questions about the nature of 

pedagogised identities in contemporary art education (2002: 5). He asks first: is it 

possible for teachers to encourage their students to develop personal responses and 

investigations while initiating them into conventional art practices and techniques? 

This question highlights one of the main dichotomies at the heart of many discussions 

in contemporary secondary art departments; how much time is to be spent teaching 

techniques/discipline based learning activities and teacher selected critical studies as 

opposed to allowing time for the students to experiment with media, to set their own 

learning briefs/questions and choose their own sources for the contextualisation of 

their practice?  

Second Atkinson asks: how can the teacher empathise with the work from the 

student’s perspective without letting his/her expertise or traditions of practice 

influence that judgement? This question highlights the problems associated with the 

practice of connoisseurship ‘good taste’ and the received Western canon of 

acceptable art that the teacher may attach value to, as compared to the life-world of 

the student and their icons, popular/contemporary artistic influences and cultural 

differences. This is especially problematic when some of these cultural/popular art 

choices selected by the student, are in opposition to those values and traditions held 

by the teacher. Can teachers ever really understand and appreciate the ‘Real’ of the 

student’s life-world? This raises the question to what extent is the teacher’s (or the 

accepted Western canon of art) life-world/heritage and culture more valid than that of 

the student?  

 

Atkinson’s third question asks: how can teachers initiate work in art education that is 

relevant to, and located within, the students’ socio-cultural life-worlds, while 

simultaneously expanding their understanding and broadening their horizons? Should 

teachers allow students to explore subject matter from their life-world; art work from 

the Internet, popular music, media or film? Should teachers encourage students to 

work on issues-based work from their own starting points? To what extent should 

teachers allow their students to select and use the narrow range of popular artists 

they have found in their own research? When and how and should students be 

exposed to a wider range of artists/designers practice that will be ‘good for them’ in 

terms of developing their practice in the light of the teacher’s experience and cultural 

bias? (Initial questions paraphrased from Atkinson, 2002: 5).  
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These are some of the complex choices raised by contemporary teachers of art when 

teaching a relatively ‘content free’ mainly discipline/skills based art curriculum. What 

is the content of that curriculum to be, and by whom and for what reasons should 

those choices be made? A further influential factor on selecting curriculum content is 

the pressure exuded by the external examination bodies, exacerbated by the current 

results-driven, assessment-culture, which is especially prevalent in sixth form 

colleges (the focus of this thesis), where most classes comprise short-term annual 

exam groups. The complexity of constructing artist-teacher identities within this 

discourse is problematic, and there is a great temptation for teachers to cling to safe 

practices of the past that do not grapple with such complex philosophical debates. 

 

Downing and Watson’s research ‘School Art: What’s in it? (2004), contains a survey 

of eighteen secondary schools art practices, and investigates the content of their art 

curriculum. Of the schools surveyed, they found that only eight made reference to 

contemporary practices in their art curriculum, whereas the other ten made reference 

to a more traditional canon of artists. Most of the art practices observed in the schools 

they surveyed were painting and drawing based. The emphasis of the practice 

observed was skills based and formalist, with little importance attached to critical or 

expressive skills. Where critical practices were included most of these were directly 

implicated in informing art practice. Nearly all of the references used were taken from 

the early twentieth century, the majority of which were from twentieth century 

European art, with few references made to the art of women or to contemporary 

practice. This small-scale survey indicates that school art is still situated within a 

‘Modernist’ tradition. This has not really changed since the 1990s CENSAPE research 

came to the same conclusions, (1998: 5) this research illustrated how a narrow range 

of white, male, European artists from the late nineteenth and the early twentieth 

century (e.g. Monet, Van Gogh etc.), were still those being most commonly 

referenced.  

 

This inertia and lack of progress can also be partly explained by a ‘mourning’ of past 

practices (Freud, 2001; Butler, 1997; Atkinson, 2006), practices grounded in earlier 

traditions of twentieth century art, which are inherent in the ways that many student 

teachers have been taught to teach. Atkinson (2006) puts forward the notion that ‘the 

subordination of learning to teaching’ (p. 19) is a model that is firmly entrenched in the 

way that learning and teaching are developed according to a transmission model: 

where knowledge is passed from the teacher to the pupil, and pupils are assessed to 

find out how much they have understood, and their levels of skill. As Atkinson 
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suggests, teaching in this way leads to rather a formulaic and mechanical approach 

that can ‘reduce the desire to explore other more creative approaches to teaching’ 

(ibid). This formulaic, ‘school art’ approach is compounded by the pressure of 

assessment, inspection and other forms of surveillance, all of which are inherent in 

the current British educational system. These practices have had an affect on the way 

knowledge in this discipline is organised: 

The ontology of learning and teaching in art and design education is constituted 
therefore largely through a transmission of specific knowledge and skills, which 
provide a stable and secure curriculum and reinforce subordination of learning to 
teaching. Thus a reflexive ego, that is to say the capacity for critical reflection, is 
framed within a skills based discourse. (Atkinson, 2006: 20) 

Using Butler’s theory of the melancholic (Butler, 1997), Atkinson further suggests that 

these ‘passionate attachments’ to artistic practices based in the previous century 

create a kind of melancholia, suggesting that many art teachers are hanging on to, 

and promoting a curriculum that is held in place by ‘the power caricatures of past 

practices’ (Atkinson, 2006: 21). Teaching a curriculum such as this through a narrow 

canon of ‘great’ (male) artists promotes a formulaic, safe and predictable range of 

tightly controlled, skills based practices. This hegemony is prevalent as many 

practicing art teachers have been trained within a regime of observational work, 

where naturalism/realism is valued (and more straightforward to assess), and a where 

a restricted canon of ‘great’ male twentieth century artists are still used as the majority 

of examples to legitimate this form of practice (CENSAPE, 1998; Downing and 

Watson, 2004). Further compounding the attachment to this position, is the ability of 

the art teacher to repetitively teach in a safe, successful skills based method, which is 

often rewarded by the academic success of their pupils. 

 

An interesting and relevant allegiance can be found between the observational 

practices shared by art and science, which has amplified the status of observational 

work in primary and secondary education in the UK. In the Victorian era the 

artist/critic John Ruskin noted how historically ‘drawing is regarded as profoundly 

important as it represents the basis of visual thinking and understanding’ (Ruskin, 

1870-90, in Davies, 2002). A DES publication on the content of initial teacher training 

(1982) highlights these links:  

Intending primary school teachers should be helped to recognise the importance 
of teaching children to observe carefully, encouraging them to try to explain what 
they have noticed, and to test their explanations. Constructional activities 
associated with the careful observation of natural and man-made objects can 
provide a useful link in helping children to develop an attitude of scientific enquiry. 
(Cited in Davies, 2002: 192) 
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This publication purports that if art is to regain its status within the primary curriculum 

it must concentrate on teaching children how to see, and how to visually record those 

observations (in a scientifically validated mode). The linking and validation of art with 

science through the practice of observation still lingers in art assessment practices 

prevalent in many secondary schools. Such an approach valorises and validates 

drawn observational work from primary sources as an indicator of quality and ability. 

This mode of work has been made popular in past art exam boards syllabi and still 

lingers in some (Cambridge GCSE syllabus 2009). For example Robin Widdowson, 

the subject leader for Art at QCA (2006), related how, when inspecting the work of a 

secondary school student who was using photography as an observational tool, he 

noticed that the student’s sketchbook contained a group of un-related drawings. 

When questioning the student further about the purpose of these, the student replied 

that his teacher had asked him to include them to prove to the exam board that he 

could draw, as his teacher felt his photographs alone did not show sufficient primary 

observational evidence (Hyde, 2006: field notes from conversation with Widdowson, 

2006).  

 

The ‘but can they draw?’ question, is still frequently asked by staff at the sixth form 

college in which I teach, when engaged in pair assessing/moderating of A level 

observational work that students have produced in time based media, photography or 

textiles. There is still a melancholia (Butler, 1997) produced by attachment to 

evidence provided by these often non-relevant observational practices, which are 

utilised as a defining indicator of quality. Could a further attachment to this practice 

also be due to the reverence paid to naturalism in fine art practices of the past? Could 

this factor also be linked to a value and attachment to particular modes of scientific 

observational practice? Perhaps a further connection can also be made in the relative 

safety and ease of assessing an observational/discipline/skills based curriculum, as 

opposed to more ephemeral assessments to be made of issues based, 

contemporary/new media, and conceptually based practice. These issues are 

explored further in the case studies in chapter six exploring how these pertinent 

questions are raised in the construction of gendered artist-teacher identities. 

1.4: The artist in residence in schools 

The Arts In Schools (1982) report produced by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 

championed raising the status of the arts in schools: its main objective was ‘to put the 

arts firmly into the debate on the future of state education, […and ] to identify the real 
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problems – practical and otherwise – that faced the full development of the arts in 

schools’ (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1982:xii).  One of the main objectives of the 

visual arts section of the report focuses on increasing access to the arts by placing 

artists in the classroom to work with students and teachers in residencies or projects. It 

states that: 

Teachers themselves may be accomplished artists in their own field. The heavy 
demands of curriculum work often mean, however, that it is difficult for them to 
devote as much time as they would like either to their own work or to keeping 
abreast of contemporary developments in their specialist area. (Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation, 1982:117) 

The Arts In Schools report recognises that teachers may be practising artists and that 

their practice may need re-invigorating, but it does not make the link between this 

need and providing the support for teachers to do this by providing them with training 

or an allocation of time to engage in practice. It further notes the problems attached to 

the utilisation of non-teacher artists in the classroom:  

‘Not all artists are suited to work with children and young people. Some artists do 
not like them […]. However deep their interest, most artists do not have the 
professional skills of teachers in dealing with groups of children’ (Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation, 1982:119).  

The report also notes ‘there may be resentment among the staff at the idea of ‘artists’ 

being bought into the school in the first place, […] ‘a few teachers have remarked that if 

they themselves did their own work in the art room, that ought to amount to the same 

thing’ (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1982:122). The report proposes that a solution 

to these problems is to create real and lasting partnerships between the school/teacher 

and the artist/arts organisation. This solution does not solve the feelings of resentment 

described by teachers towards the artists being placed in their classrooms in these 

situations, which could be symptomatic of a challenge to the teachers perceived status 

as ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ artists. Bringing in a ‘real’ artist could result in the teacher of art 

thinking that their art practice is being relegated to a lower status activity, and 

consequently their identity as an artist is challenged.  

 

Stanley (2004) also notes the tensions that can exist between artists in residence and 

art teachers, when they have not been involved in the selection process of an artist, 

stating: ‘that artists often emphasise their outsider perspective which can be a source of 

tension’ (Stanley, 2004: 3).  My research revealed, however, that when artist-teachers 

are secure and engaged in their practice and feel they are part of a community of 

practitioners they have often formed real working relationships, visits, exchanges and 

reciprocal workshops with other artist-teachers and artists. The notable difference being 
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that these reciprocal alliances were initiated by the artist-teachers themselves, and not 

enforced from the outside. Hall and Meecham (2003) additionally point out that a 

negation and devaluing of the teacher’s pedagogic skills can affect partnerships formed 

in galleries and museums. The value of the pedagogic skills that teachers possess are 

not always recognised by artists and galleries in the interpretation of artwork. Hall and 

Meecham further propose that an equal partnership or symbiotic relationship between 

the gallery, the artist and teacher needs to be developed if this type of situational work is 

to be pursued. They note that ‘it is evident that a symbiotic relationship will not develop 

until there is an end to the notion of teacher ‘deficit’, a notion still promoted by many art 

schools and galleries’ (Hall and Meecham, 2003: 157). It seems hierarchically that the 

skills and knowledge possessed by the artist who is not a teacher, is placed in a position 

of privilege at the expense of the value attributed to the combinations of skills and 

knowledge that the artist-teacher may possess. This pejorative view of teaching is 

sustained by the ‘modernist’ association of the artist with notions of genius, along with its 

requirement of a total commitment to art practice, which undermines the construction of 

any stable notion of artist-teacher identities. 

 

1.4.1: Teachers as artists at Drumcroon 

For several decades there has been a growth in gallery and museum education 

(Anderson, 1999; Engage, 2006). The concept of pupils gaining first hand experience 

of artefacts and art works started to gain popularity in the 1970s with educators such 

as Rod Taylor (2005). Taylor, an Art advisor in Wigan, created the Drumcoon Arts 

Centre in the mid 1970s, his main impetus for this enterprise was initially that there 

was not an accessible art gallery in the Wigan area that children of the locality could 

attend. Taylor was driven by the philanthropic desire to improve visual literacy and 

counteract what he refers to as the ‘visual deprivation’ that existed in the area. He 

explains how the Drumcroon philosophy was a natural progression from the 

established ‘Schools Loans Collection’ philosophy, with which he was initially 

associated: 

[was] conceived out of the concept that all children could live with original works 
of art on a daily basis if they were in schools, even though they were not in the 
homes, and Drumcroon was part of an extension of that thinking, which went 
back to 1974. It came out of these sorts of ideas. And obviously, you wanted 
educationalists to take on these concepts, the philosophical concept that a 
teacher would be a good agent in terms of disseminating ideas within the 
artworks. (Taylor, 2005: 2) 
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Taylor originally intended to staff the art centre at Drumcroon with artists in residence, 

but because of cuts made to public services, there was an embargo on appointments, 

and therefore it is by pragmatic serendipity that the seconded-teacher-artist-in-

residence model evolved. Taylor later noted the value of these artist-teachers stating 

it: ‘was important because they had been part of Wigan’s education system and were 

going back in, not as an elite group of artists placed by regional arts organisations, 

but operating with a certain amount of empathy’ (Taylor, 2005: 2). Such an approach 

effectively validated the pedagogic qualities and expertise that these artist-teachers 

possessed. 

 

At the Drumcroon centre, Taylor supported the idea that the schools should receive 

advanced warning of the galleries program along with contextual information well in 

advance of the proposed exhibition. This access to advance warning would enable 

class teachers to relate their visit to the centre with their school curriculum. Taylor 

developed the idea of the teacher/artist/gallery worker/artist as a mediator/facilitator 

between the artwork the children and their teachers. He describes the framework he 

devised in the teachers notes, this consisted of posing simple questions, through 

which the children could begin to formulate notions of content, form, process and 

mood. These Taylor describes as the ‘four fundamental ways into works of art’ 

(Taylor, 2005: 2).  

 

Taylor extended this early model by linking artists to the participating school and 

developing cooperative working relationships between the teacher, the artist and the 

gallery. This is an early example of a tripartite partnership system, with the artist, the 

school, and the gallery all working equally. As Taylor states ‘with the partnership 

principle, we argued that artist and teacher working together properly in genuine 

partnership can offer something to pupils that neither one, however brilliant could offer 

in isolation’ (Taylor, 2005: 3). It is relevant here, that the artists Taylor employed had 

all originally been teachers in schools in the Wigan area, and were all in a position to 

have a more nuanced understanding and empathy for the production of art in a school 

environment. Taylor speaks of the importance of the development of the critical 

language of art in a similar way to how Butler (1990) describes the acquisition of 

gender, suggesting that the naming and repeating of terms legitimises them: 

… content, form, process, mood, the universal themes – we’ve given them a 
label. I realised through the Critical Studies project that if you had a word, or a 
phrase to epitomise something, people were more likely to pick up on it. (Taylor 
2005: 5) 
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Taylor further argues that the entirety and integration of all the different facets of the 

Drumcroon experience are what made it a successful enterprise, describing the 

importance of the authenticity of the experience relating the need for art to relate 

directly to real life experience, giving pupils an insight into other cultures, other 

people, thoughts, feeling and ideas. Taylor like Read describes art as being placed ‘at 

the heart of education, not a peripheral frill’ (Taylor, 2005: 5).  

 

Taylor’s approach outlined above is applied in his text ‘Approaching Art and Design 

Education’ co-written with his wife Dot Taylor, which is a relevant text for this study as 

it applies Taylor’s theories to the sixth form college environment in which Dot Taylor 

taught. This textual analysis outlines a successful (in terms of exam results) yet 

traditional (formalist) approach to art education at this level. The book is organized 

into six sections, with the first three dedicated respectively to observational work from 

the figure, still-life and natural forms, the fourth is devoted to the personal use of 

sketchbooks, the fifth to critical studies, and the last to developing individual work. It is 

interesting to note how little this observational mode of sixth form college education 

has changed since my own experiences in the 1970’s. The ‘passionate attachment’ to 

the portrayal of naturalism in drawing and painting forms the main impetus for the 

course despite rhetoric about student intentions Taylor concludes the introduction to 

the book by raising the question of how to manage disparate student choices in their 

own projects:  

…how can the art educator take account of this flood of stimuli as its nature and 
impact is bound to vary from one student to another? It seems to us that the only 
constructive way forward is to tap into the ideas and aspirations of the students 
themselves, and this means enabling them to talk and discuss with us more and 
our listening to them more carefully. (Taylor, 1990: x) 

The first five sections of Taylor’s book relate a traditional A level observational course 

dominated by the genres of the figure, still life, and natural forms. Taylor validates his 

approach by suggesting ‘the opening sections on figure drawing, still life and the 

study of natural forms are given importance because, ‘no student has ever 

complained to us about having acquired genuine drawing skills, rigorous though the 

process has to be’ (1990: xii). It is only during the final chapter that any notion of 

student agency and experimental modes of working are encouraged that are based 

on developing the student’s own ideas. Perhaps by this time, however, students are 

too entrenched within this system of observational realism to explore other modes of 

working.  
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It is predicable that most of the illustrated examples given of artists work in this 

section of Taylor’s text are still based within an early twentieth century, observational 

mode of working. Of the artists referenced, seventy are male and most of these are 

from the twentieth century. Of the six female artists referenced, three are Taylor’s 

past students, many of whom have continued to work in a similar realist/observational 

mode. To what extent could this evidence go towards proposing that formative art 

educational training and experience play an important part in developing, or forming 

artist identities? As Taylor comments ‘the most important resource in any school will 

be the energy and initiative of the art teacher concerned’ (1896: 211). I would add to 

Taylor’s list the notion that the art experience and art training of that teacher would 

also greatly influence their pedagogic style.  

 

A further influential factor in the Drumcroon phenomena, could be proximity, as well 

as the energetic and influential work of the Taylors’ in Wigan, the small size of the 

town with its integrated art facilities and its relative geographical isolation could also 

have helped to maintain this home-grown, self-referential-loop. Despite these 

negative points, this forward thinking gallery/education centre, was formative in 

bringing together artists and teachers in genuine partnerships to work with pupils in 

the gallery setting. It is relevant that as the first artists employed at Drumcroon all 

came out of schools, they could therefore be described as artist-teachers. The ATS 

scheme however argues for a closer symbiosis of the roles of the artist and the 

teacher than Taylor’s model, a model that can be compared to the position of the fine 

art lecturer in HE. How this integrated ATS model works in the school setting 

alongside the tensions associated with both the burden of assessment and a tightly 

controlled curriculum is a concern of this thesis. As Hall (the course leader for the 

Rohampton MA ATS) has noted ‘avenues for art and design teachers’ CPD have 

narrowed as teacher development has increasingly been driven by institutional and 

government targets’ (Hall 2005: 3).  

1.4.2: Room 13 

A further relevant, contemporary, alternative model of the artist-pupil/non-teaching-

artist-mentor is explored by an analysis of the Room 13 project (1994), with its central 

leading question; ‘how old do you have to be to be an artist?’ In this primary school 

based model for creating artist-learners, primary students are given autonomy to 

practise as artists, running their own school studio and employing an artist-in-

residence as a mentor. This has a different status to the position generally adopted by 
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the artist-teacher. The students at Caol Primary School in Fort William explore and 

create their own work, organise their own art business and exhibitions, and they 

deliver papers on art theory at conferences (with the help of their artist-mentor).  

 

Room 13 was founded in 1994, but the ideology inherent in the project can be traced 

back to the Edinburgh College of Art in the 1970s, and the project founder, Rob 

Fairley who developed and refined this model through artist-in-residence posts he 

held. Fairley is now employed in the role of the artist-mentor for Room13, its stimulus 

was, he explains a result of the exasperation he felt at the lack of interest he 

perceived in teaching visual literacy as a general subject, and the paucity of the 

teaching of basic technical skills necessary to express ideas through visual imagery. 

The project website states: 

Room 13 is a meritocracy that places visual literacy, the ability to think and the 
skills of visual expression at its heart. The unspoken aims of Room 13 are the 
provision of philosophical and moral discipline and training through the visual arts 
and to maintain a state of intellectual and artistic development across all ages. At 
its core is a belief in the importance of each individual’s integrity, and the 
importance of the expression of that individuality. (Room 13, 2007)  

The Room 13 website further suggests that ‘the teaching in Room 13 is unlike 

anything one is likely to come across in a primary school, or indeed a secondary 

school’ (Room 13, 2007), explaining how each Room 13 studio facilitates the work of 

young artists to work alongside a professional adult artist-in-residence. Room 13 

approaches children as artists and intellectual equals, operating an open-door policy 

for any pupil who is interested. It is not age or ability specific, and there is no coercion 

to remain within the art sessions. Students attend the studio because they wish to 

create and explore through visual art. They can remain in Room 13 for as long as 

they wish. The only criteria to attend, the website states, is that they must negotiate 

their time off with their class teacher and ensure that all their other class-work is up to 

date (Room13, 2007).  

 

This model has some similarities to the artist-in-residence schemes of the 1980’s run 

by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, with the artist being separate and distinct 

from the class teacher. In addition, in Room 13 the artist-learners are required to 

finish all their other (more important?) school work to be allowed time to attend. Does 

this in effect mean only the academically able pupils can attend? Perhaps this model 

can also be useful to highlight the lack of time allocated to art in most primary 

schools, and the continuing inadequacy of the training given to primary teachers in 

art-based subjects during their initial teacher training courses (DfEE,1999: 160). 
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Despite Room 13s impressive results with its artist-learners it does not support the 

artist-teacher model put forward by the current ATS, as it does not appear to fully 

integrate with the teaching staff at the primary school. It thereby maintains the notion 

of artist as something from the outside, something other than a class teacher. 

Stanley, (2004) in contrast, notes that the ambitions of the ATS are: 

…to banish this sense of contradiction between artist and teacher. The 
combination of both roles in the single individual seeks to resolve the tension to 
be found at the heart of the artist-in-school approach. There is, in its place, a 
double articulation: the teacher as artist, and the artist as teacher (Stanley, 2004: 
4). 

This fully integrated model of the artist-teacher however may be more difficult to 

achieve in the primary sector, where often every class teacher delivers all subject 

areas, this adds further challenges to the notion of fully inclusive CPD for art in this 

sector. Other forms of school practice that affect the delivery and content of the art 

curriculum will now be expanded on. 

 

1.4.3: ‘School Art’ and the Resource Based Learning model 

The resource based learning model of resourcing art teaching was popularised in the 

1970s, and still continues to operate as a dominant ideology alongside the National 

Curriculum in many art departments. The teaching of art is facilitated using this model 

through the use of collected resources, which are often used for many years as a 

referent to ‘good practice’. This collection may consist of past student’s work and 

other artefacts, objects, texts and reproductions. Through this collection of ‘good 

practice’ stimuli and examples of work, Burgess (in Addison and Burgess: 2000) 

argues that art teachers can unthinkingly transmit hegemonic values, which can be 

maintained through an uncritical use of resources, that can ‘all too easily, reproduce 

traditional power structures, by working with exemplars of ‘good’ practice and/or 

promoting cultural heritage uncritically and without reference to context’ (2000:79). 

There is a great danger when the same resources are used over a great number of 

years that the resulting work becomes out of touch with contemporary practice. Artist-

learners need to relate to the art curriculum as relevant if they are to feel some 

ownership for their work and not feel alienated, as Woods (1996) notes:  

So much pupil learning in schools is alienated in the sense that it consists of 
other people’s knowledge purveyed in transmissional mode. Pupils have no share 
in the knowledge nor any control over the learning processes. In addition, it is 
difficult to see the relevance of such learning for their own interests (p.127). 
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Burgess summarises the history and development of Resource Based Learning in the 

UK in the 1970s. She notes how the resources in art departments vary, and how the 

importance attached to working from primary sources such as ‘the big still life’ was as 

much a matter of regulation-through-quality-control (as the reference material was 

primary and explicit), as it was about developing observational capacity. This 

highlights the dangers of art teachers being over reliant on observational practices. 

Burgess notes how this: 

… perceptual approach proved limiting; pupils fed on an exclusive diet of close 
observation tended to develop a narrow definition of art. Critical and contextual 
resources used to support this approach drew exclusively on the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century Western still-life tradition. (2000: 82) 

Thus if the curriculum for art is shaped by the cumulative effects of an over emphasis 

placed on acquiring basic skills, alongside the reduction reducing drawing to 

naturalism – reproducing what is seen, and further restricted by limiting the range of 

practices to what is considered by Hughes to be ‘static safe and 

predictable…divorced from contemporary ideas in the spheres of art practice, critical 

theory and art history or museology’ (1998: 41). The more challenging and difficult to 

assess issues-based, contemporary modes of working can be avoided, and a safe, 

predictable, reproducible, ‘school art’ can become entrenched. This static ‘school art’ 

practice has the added advantage of being reliable in terms of assessment and exam 

results. Institutions entrenched in these forms of static practice will not easily be 

persuaded to take risks or to encourage the construction of artist-teacher identities 

that challenge this perceived stability, especially when art teachers’ salary 

enhancements rely on threshold payments measured by student success. These 

problems described above are further compounded by the factor of institutional 

success being dependant on league tables, which are based on student results. The 

impetus for creating an identity of the art teacher as a professional in touch with 

contemporary practice, encouraging students to extend their practice and take 

creative risks, is becoming further eroded in this climate. Instead these practices 

encourage teachers of art to perpetuate safe, predictable ‘school-art’, 

observational/realistic structures that give reliable exam results. A further negative 

impact on teachers’ acquiring a progressive identity is the development of a 

Foucauldian like ‘panoptic’ culture of assessment-driven learning as described by 

Stephen Ball (2008), who recently stated that: 

…teachers are living in a system of terror. Performance is measured by 
databases, appraisals, annual reviews, report writing, quality assurance visits, 
regular publications of results, inspections and peer reviews. And yet it is not 
always clear what is expected. Not infrequently the requirements of such systems 
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brings into being unhelpful or indeed damaging practices, which non-the-less 
satisfy performance requirements. (Ball, The Guardian, 29.1.08)  

It is within this highly accountable climate of assessment driven, Foucaldian 

panoptican of self surveillance that some artist-teachers still try to ‘swim against the 

tide’, creating modes of resistance or ‘pedagogies against the state’ (Atkinson, 2008) 

constructing meaningful and reflexive artist-teacher and artist-learner identities. 

 

As Steers and Swift (1999) advocated in their ‘Manifesto for Art in Schools’ in order to 

develop diversity and innovation in school art, made evident through difference, 

plurality and independent thought, ‘more flexibility is needed than that being offered 

within the statutory Orders’ (p13). They go on to promote ‘more decision-making and 

authority’ for teachers of art to work ‘within a climate of risk taking and creative 

opportunity. This means re–addressing the contents of art education’ (ibid). 

Worryingly Steers (2003), notes:  

…it is possible to run an ostensibly effective and efficient art department and 
achieve excellent examination results by means of assiduous teacher prescription 
and direction, where students are coached to replicate safe and reliable projects 
year after year. (Steers, 2003, in Addison and Burgess: 27)  

This ‘school art’ model (where ‘good practice’ from previous years is used in a self-

referential loop to inform the work of current students) may, as Steers suggests, 

achieve excellent exam results, but as he has often stated ‘exams in art and design 

do not necessarily examine what is important in art and design only what is 

quantifiable’ (Steers 2006 exam board meeting QCA, field notes Hyde, 2006). 

However successful this kind of static curriculum is in terms of eliciting good exam 

results, its dangers lie in a lack of autonomy, with students negating their 

development as independent, informed contemporary artists.  

 

This reliance on formulaic modes of school art practice, promotes the paradigm shift 

students often report feeling when they progress to art-based HE courses. Here 

students report they are instructed to forget everything they have been taught in A 

level art, and start afresh on courses which expect a more autonomous engagement 

with contemporary practices and critical art theory. The ‘in house’ style of ‘school art’ 

can be described as failing these students, doing them a disservice by creating a 

discordant dichotomy, by allowing students to get the results they require, at the 

expense of providing autonomous artistic educational opportunities they need to 

succeed in creative subjects at HE level. As Swift and Steers (1999) advocate, one 

way to begin to counteract this is through continuing artist-teacher professional 
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development, they state: ‘reconsideration is needed of the education and 

development of teachers to provide the essential theoretical and philosophical 

underpinning needed to sustain them in practice’ (1999: p.13). 

 

The ATS aims to both invigorate artist-teachers’ own practice and to introduce 

contemporary practices and critical art theory, thus reflecting the wider debates in 

contemporary art, which as it was hoped by NSEAD at the inception of the ATS, 

would then filter through to change this attachment to, and ‘mourning’ for past 

practices (Butler, 1997) that still exists in many schools and sixth form colleges. 

Addison and Burgess, (2000) additionally propose that art teachers need to engage in 

‘critical pedagogy’ which they describe by using Giroux’s (1994) notion of ‘border 

pedagogy’:  

Border pedagogy decentres as it remaps. The terrain of learning is inextricably 
linked to shifting parameters of place, power, identity and history. This terrain can 
only be traversed by crossing borders, can only be understood by questioning the 
forces by which the borders have been generated, can only be transformed by 
creating new borderlands (Giroux in Addison and Burgess, 2000:331). 

Using Giroux’s analogy the ATS could be described as a ‘borderland’ which 

encourages critical ‘border pedagogy’; by initially by taking participants practice as a 

starting point, and thereby encouraging, (through the situation of that practice within 

the field of contemporary art), teachers to engage with the wider debates of the art 

community. Through the crossing of borders created within their own practice, the 

ATS can provide the catalyst needed to question the parameters of the artist-

teacher’s existing pedagogy, leading them to question the imposed borders inflicted 

on the terrain of the art-room and the regulatory structures unquestioningly adhered 

to within the art curriculum.  

 

1.5: The NSEAD Artist-Teacher Scheme  

Michael Yeomans stated in his presidential address to the NSEAD in 1996 that it was 

the love of the process of being an artist that drew many artist-teachers into the 

classroom to share their excitement of these experiences with their pupils. He 

stresses his belief in artist-teachers maintaining their practice to enable their teaching 

to remain informed: 

It was the love of exploring visual ideas, handing materials, developing personal 
themes tackling design problems, seeing the product of imagination, thought, 
skill, that led to a desire to share these experiences through the classroom, 
workshop and studio. Where has been the encouragement to continue the 
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activity, to sustain real practice so that we teach against a background of current 
involvement? We are not mere distributors of second-hand curriculum theory […]. 
Let us nurture a profession of practicing art and design teachers. I still believe 
that practice informs teaching and if you do not practice, your teaching becomes 
progressively less well informed.  (Yeomans, 1996: 244) 

In the 1999 DfEE ‘All our Futures’ report it is notable that practically-based art CPD 

courses had not become any more numerous, as the report states: ‘Only about one 

per cent of all the TTA-funded courses at the 33 institutions (providing award-bearing 

in-service teacher training) are allocated to courses or modules on art, music, dance 

or drama’ (DfEE,1999: 160). This lack of provision has been further decreased by the 

removal of many local authority art advisory posts, and the in-service art courses run 

by them. The need for organized, practical and theoretical courses to support and 

extend the work of artist-teachers in the late 1990s, it seems, was a void waiting to be 

filled.  

 

The UK Artist Teacher Scheme (ATS) first ran courses in 1999 and since then it has 

facilitated the collaboration of galleries and higher education institutions to enable 

them to offer a programme of professional development opportunities for art teachers, 

which include short courses, intensive summer and Easter schools, MA level courses 

and other events including an annual symposium. The scheme is mainly financed 

through the Arts Council for England (with some further funding made available 

through Creative Partnerships in 1995, and additionally through the TDA in 2007, to 

support teachers’ course fees and travelling costs).  Most of the other fees are met by 

the participants’ employers or by the teachers themselves (Hyde, 2004: Galloway et 

al, 2006). The courses are administered by the NSEAD and are co-ordinated by a 

part time national co-ordinator, this is complemented by a management group of 

interested parties that meets several times a year. I have been a member of this 

management group since 2004 as the artist-teacher representative, a position that 

has helped me to gain an understanding of the constitution and development of this 

organisation and has allowed me to make a contribution to the development of its 

structure and progress. 

 

The ATS was founded on the simple belief that ‘art and design teachers who maintain 

their own creative practice are significantly more effective in the classroom or studio 

and also more likely to be satisfied with their work in education’ (NSEAD, 1998). It 

had been widely reported by the NSEAD over the previous decade that many art and 

design teachers had lost contact with their own practice because of workload 

pressures. The NSEAD perceived a growing need to run practical courses that both 
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relocated, reinvigorated and extended practice in the context of the participants own 

practice, contemporary art practice and developing art practice in the classroom. For 

the teacher of art who practices as an artist, it seems that whatever that practice 

consists of (along with its subsequent contextualisation), it will, to some extent 

influence their pedagogic practice. The reflexivity and reflectivity of practice informs 

pedagogy. Hall (2005) feels that reflexive practice is especially important as he feels 

the reciprocity of theory and practice is a key element in artist-teacher development 

(p.5).   

 

The term artist-teacher is used to describe a range of practitioners that includes 

exhibiting artists, through to those whose creative practice has lapsed (Hyde, 2004; 

Galloway et al, 2006).  Many people who identify themselves as practising artists in 

the United Kingdom depend on teaching as a major source of income, and they can 

therefore appropriately be described as artist-teachers; 87% of participants in a 

recent sample of teachers on NSEAD ATS courses had first degrees in an arts based 

subject (Galloway et al 2006:22). This professional qualification gives these artist-

teachers equal status to other artists at the beginning of their careers, and they could 

therefore be described as trained-artists-who-teach. Thornton (2006) has also 

observed that artist-teachers often suffer from a form of prejudice held against 

teachers who also practise as artists as compared to those who are considered to be 

‘fully committed’ artists:  

Artist teachers are subject to the ‘folklore’ that colours perceptions of artistic 
personality and professionalism. In particular, the perception that the artist 
necessarily must display an exclusive commitment to art making in order to be 
worthy of the identification. Also, some perceptions of teaching can undermine 
the artist teacher identity. For instance, there is a common perception that 
teaching is no more than a safety net for those who cannot find employment in 
other fields or professions. (Thornton, 2005: 168)  

Thornton notes the pervasive popular belief that teaching art is perceived as a second 

choice of profession for less successful artists, not unlike the detrimental view of 

teachers held by staff from some galleries and museums as described by Hall and 

Meecham (2003). This pejorative view of artist-teachers described by Thornton 

further undermines the viability of stable artist-teacher identities. Stanley comments 

that on some ATS MA programs, ‘tutors emphasise that the aura of teaching and the 

classroom are dismantled as the artist teachers engage with the MA programme, 

concentrating on contemporary artistic practice and theory’ (2004: 4).  
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It would appear that the idea of the artist-teacher is still a concept that causes a 

degree of tension, (even within some ATS courses) with participants experiencing the 

expectation that the pedagogic aspect of their identity is to be separated from their 

artistic identity. Stanley further notes that ‘what is perhaps surprising is that artist 

teachers were equally committed to personal practice and were almost universally 

hostile to the introduction of curriculum studies into the scheme at any stage’ 

(Stanley, 2004: 5). It is evident from Stanley’s comment that some artist-teachers may 

also struggle to conceive of themselves as this artist-teacher amalgamation, wanting 

to distance their role as a teacher from their role as an artist.  

 

From my research sample one MA participant stated that: 

…it’s been so good to have some time to concentrate just on my own artwork, 
with teaching art you are giving all the time and that can be quite draining on your 
own creativity. (LJMU ATS 2002)  

This comment illustrates the disassociation felt between these two aspects of this 

participants’ experience; feeling the need on one hand to recharge and reinvigorate 

her own art practice, yet believing on the other hand that pedagogic identity can act 

as a negative force to her endeavours as an artist. To what extent could these 

separate positions be said to be exacerbated by the earlier divisions of the roles of 

artist and teacher found within the artist in residence schemes of the 1980’s?  

Evidence to support this view has been documented in some past texts such as ‘The 

Arts in Schools’ report (1982) as discussed earlier. 

 

1.6: The Aims of the Artist Teacher Scheme 

Against the backdrop outlined above the aims of the NSEAD/Arts Council Artist 

Teacher schemes were designed to provide:  
• opportunities for artist-teachers to review and develop their creative practice in relation 

to the highest levels of contemporary practice in the contexts of higher education 

institutions and art museums and galleries.  

• postgraduate certification for artist-teachers, linked to postgraduate courses and 

research degrees so that artist-teachers may take their practice to the highest level of 

qualification appropriate.  

• increased access to arts organisations and institutions, art galleries and museums, 

artists’ studios and artists. 

• improved standards of teaching and learning in art and design in schools and 

colleges.  
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•  wider access to specialist centres of art and design in higher education, enhancing the 

research environment for artists and designers. 
•  wider access to museums and galleries to enable increased use of visual arts 

exhibitions as a resource for post-graduate teaching and learning, developing a 

research culture in art museums and galleries, making new and lasting links between 

artists, art museums, galleries and formal education.  

 
The fulfilment of the above aims would by implication fulfil the further aim to benefit the cultural 

economy of the UK by enhancing the quality of its artistic community (LJMU, MA ATS 

Handbook, 2000: 4). 

 

The list of aims above for the MA ATS were included in the ATS MA LJMU handbook 

in 2000, which explains how the course differs from other visual art MA courses in 

addressing the dual status of artist and teacher, reinforcing the positive message that 

artist-teachers’ practice is to be encouraged, stating:  

This course has arisen from the unique collaboration of a number of major 
institutions in the art world to enable artist-teachers to balance their own studio 
practice and research with the professional demands of teaching. (LJMU, 2000: 
2) 

One of the main aims of the course is for artist-teachers to further and revitalise their 

own art practice, which is the main reason most artist teachers give for participating 

on the schemes (Hyde, 2004; Galloway et al, 2006). The ATS aim also highlights the 

importance of raising the professional status of artist-teachers through recognised 

qualifications, leading to increased status and furthering career development. Gaining 

skills to promote higher-level research is also a stated aim opening the possibilities of 

enhancing or building a research culture into schools, galleries and museums. The 

relationship between networking and making links with the wider art community is 

made, with the hope that this will lead to furthering permanent contacts and lessen 

feelings of isolation, keeping artist-teachers in touch with contemporary practices in 

both the arts industries and galleries. All these factors it was hoped would then 

benefit the pedagogic practice of the participant leading to changes in pedagogy and 

a rise in standards.  

 

Steers (2003), the General secretary of the NSEAD, who has for many years 

represented the continuing professional development of art teachers on government 

curriculum review bodies, argues that teachers of art should be able to practise 

teaching with more autonomy. Steers is keen to redress the shift of power away from 

the centralising of curricula favoured by a government intent on creating a ‘teacher-
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proof art curriculum’ (2003: 29), towards giving art teachers of art the ‘confidence and 

ability to embody and promote risk-taking, personal enquiry, creative action and 

thought, both before and during their teaching career’ (ibid). Steers suggests that art 

teachers maintaining their own reflective practice is part of the way forward, stating: ‘ 

we need creative teachers with the confidence to take creative risks, teachers who 

are themselves creative and reflective practitioners’ (Steers, 2003, in Addison and 

Burgess: 29). 

 

1.7: The ATS: extending communities of practice 

Recent research into the NSEAD ATS scheme (Adams, 2003; Hyde, 2004; Galloway, 

et al, 2006) has stated that the renewal and extending of personal art practice has 

had profound effects on many of the participants pedagogic and art practice, all have 

extended, and in some cases radically changed both their own art practices and their 

approach to pedagogy: 

Both quantitative and qualitative evidence shows that many artist-teachers have 
fundamentally rethought their practice and developed new ways of working in 
school. Their practice has been strengthened, deepened and widened in many 
ways and some are also using their own creative work in school. (Galloway et al, 
2006: 65) 

As stated in the NSEAD aims for the ATS (LJMU, 2000), this renewal and extension 

of practice it was hoped, would provide opportunities to research the links between 

contemporary practice and the role of museums and galleries in curriculum 

development and pedagogy, and further increase the access of participants and their 

students/pupils to arts organisations and institutions, art galleries and museums, 

artists' studios and artists. Recent research into the educational experiences offered 

to students/pupils in the museums and galleries sector (Engage, 2006) also noted the 

need for students to embrace ‘heuristic/intellectual approaches [to contemporary] art 

‘that value subjectivity, trial and error and calculated risk taking’ (p.150). The chief 

difficulty noted, however, was in gauging the long-term effects of gallery-based 

projects as ‘in general schools had a relatively low sense of ownership of the 

research’ (p.151). The ‘Engage’ research goes on to point out that it ‘was not possible 

to develop an appropriate longitudinal project whereby shifts in capital could be 

meaningfully identified over a longer timescale’ (p.150). The gallery worker and the 

artist working within the gallery it seems do not always get the time to fully integrate 

and negotiate with the teachers or artist-teachers involved in the gallery research. 

Addison notes that ‘with respect to teachers classrooms can be demanding, densely 
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populated, complex social environments and whilst under constant scrutiny, they 

remain psychologically alone’ (Addison in Engage 2006: 79). Later in this chapter, I 

explore to what extent evidence exists for the ATS helping artist-teachers to 

overcome some of these negative factors by integrating more fully with the wider field 

of art, through the contacts forged with galleries, other art institutions and artists. 

 

1.8: The ATS: extending personal practice 

The ATS aims to have long term and profound benefits for the education system; for 

example by raising standards and giving artist-teachers improved job satisfaction, and 

assuming this will lead to improving teacher retention rates in schools and the art 

museum sector (NSEAD, 2001). As Adams stated in 2003 when reviewing the 

professional development of the participants of the first LJMU ATS MA, one of the 

most valuable aspects of the scheme was the rekindling of the artist-teachers self-

belief in their artistic practice and in their identity as an artist: 

Improved confidence as both artist and teacher was partly attributable to the 
teacher’s collective experience of revisiting their practice […]. There have been 
significant effects on art teaching pedagogy that could only be attributed to the 
ATS scheme. Principal amongst these was the commonality of the artist-as-
teacher experience, with its regeneration of the individual’s belief in their own 
competence. (Adams, 2003: 193) 

It was felt necessary to provide a wide range of art practices in participant art 

galleries, including contemporary practice, so that the ATS courses could enable 

artist-teachers to contextualise their own practice (LJMU, 2000:4). Artist-teachers it 

was felt may choose to specifically access the resources offered by different arts 

organisations both in relation to practice and critical debate. The LJMU scheme 

aimed to extend the commitment of these institutions while also linking them to the 

activities of the formal education sector (LJMU, 2000:4).  Whilst artist-teachers in all 

educational sectors are addressed through this scheme, it has a particular focus on 

artist-teachers in schools and further education where research is generally not 

funded, and where there is a scarcity of subject-based CPD provision (All Our 

Futures, DfEE: 1999). 

 

As identified earlier the higher education qualifications framework had not previously 

addressed the specific needs of artist-teachers prior to 1999. Whilst there had been 

an extensive provision of BEd, PGCE and MEd/MA degrees in art education, these 

do not engage with the same issues as those identified in the aims laid out at the 
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conception of the NSEAD scheme, since they focus on teaching and learning in the 

institutional context rather than primarily on developing the artist-teacher’s own 

creative practice.  Similarly most current MAs in fine art and other discrete 

specialisms are not usually concerned with linking individual creative practice to 

pedagogy, where as earlier in the schemes history this link was tacit, this has now 

become increasingly overt to attract DCMS funding for participants. The NSEAD 

identified the need for provision that specifically addresses developing art teacher’s 

creative practice with pedagogy. Perhaps this was partly due to the All Our Futures 

(DfEE, 1999) research and report, which illuminated the need to develop creativity in 

all aspects of the curriculum and linked art with the expression of feeling, creativity, 

and identity construction including cultural identity. 

 

1.9: Artist-teacher pilot schemes 

In 1999 two pilot schemes scheme were set up to run in two centres; (funded by The 

Arts Council of England) one; a summer school at Wimbledon School of Art in 

partnership with Tate Modern, and the other; a summer school followed by an MA 

Artist-teacher degree at LJMU in partnership with Tate Liverpool. I was a member of 

the first Tate Liverpool summer school and then went on to be a participant of the first 

cohort of MA Artist-teachers at LJMU. Subsequently, the ATS has expanded vastly 

with fourteen centres listed in 2006/7, including two in Wales and one in Scotland. 

The scheme now operates using a federated model where separate centres build on 

their resources and those of their partners to ‘enable centres to retain a high degree 

of autonomy’ (Galloway et al 2006: 10). This has had the effect of courses having a 

different focus; some being oriented towards fine art practice (Bath Spa MA ATS), 

others have a strong research focus (London Metropolitan MA ATS), while some are 

concerned with contemporary art practices (Goldsmiths MA ATS). Although the 

scheme is growing towards being nationally available, the federated model raises 

issues about the comparability of these different ATS qualifications and questions 

have been raised as to whether some core elements should exist for all courses, a 

factor that may become more prevalent with TDA government funding and its 

subsequent need for accountability and standardisation. 

 

1.10: Gender and the ATS 
It is relevant that in a recent evaluation of the scheme (Galloway et al, 2006), the 

majority of ATS participants are female, 35 or older, and most work in secondary art 
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departments in the state sector. 81.4% of those in the ATS sample were female, 

71.6% were employed in secondary schools, 68.7% are over 35 and 79% were from 

the state sector.  It is also significant that only 11.5% of the ATS sample came from 

nursery, primary or middle schools. This is significant as there are vast numbers of 

(female) art coordinators/teachers delivering art education in primary and nursery 

schools that would benefit from this ATS input in terms of their own practice and 

pedagogies; much has been written about the importance of formative artist identities 

created (and stifled) in these early stages of a child’s art education (Matthews,1999: 

158). It is also noteworthy that this is an area that ATS courses could target for 

participants (Page, 2010).  The sample Galloway et al selected was considered by 

the researchers to be representative of the population attending the courses 

(2006:20-26). The relationship between gender, art practice and the artist-teacher will 

be explored in greater depth in the following chapters, as it is central to the main 

thesis of this study. This increasing feminisation of the ATS was not so apparent in 

my early research, as the first MA ATS courses had a higher proportion of male 

participants, however this factor has become increasingly important to this study, as 

during my initial research it became more evident that art teaching has become a 

progressively feminised profession (Dalton, 2001), and thus, its associated CPD 

similarly a mainly female concern. While the exploration of gender already played an 

important part in my own art practice and theoretical explorations, the construction of 

gendered artist teacher-identities later became a main focus of this research.  

 

1.11: A pilot study: early ATS research 

I began the MA artist/teacher course in 1999 the same year as I started teaching at a 

northern Sixth Form College and conformed to Galloway’s sample being female and 

over thirty.  During the two-year period of this course I was introduced to emerging 

digital technologies such as DV cameras and computer editing facilities. This 

exposure and experimentation with digital technologies changed the nature and style 

of my own art practice and went on to change aspects of my pedagogic practice. I 

spent the next two years working on practical and theoretical work associated with 

contemporary art and feminist/gender theory, culminating in a digital video installation 

for my final show. This exposure to both digital technology and contemporary art 

practices, art theory and critical theory, acted as a catalyst that challenged and 

changed the way I worked as an artist and as a teacher. The ATS course transformed 

my own art practice by both foregrounding art theory, which enabled me to 
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contextualise my practice, and by introducing me to a new range of emerging digital 

technologies, which gave me the self-reliance to pursue the use of emerging digital 

technologies in my pedagogic practice. I will explore this period of change in an in-

depth autobiographic case study in chapters 4-6 illustrating how the ATS MA course 

developed my practice as an artist, a teacher and as a researcher and how this in 

turn has permeated into the learning community of the sixth form college art 

department in which I work. 

 

At the conclusion of my MA course in 2002 I became interested in researching the 

effects this new course, investigating how it had impacted on both the teaching and 

art practice of those who had taken part. I was involved in this initial research project 

part-time for the next two years. During this time I collected evidence through exit 

questionnaires, and interviewed and filmed participants at various stages and levels 

of involvement with the scheme. From this evidence I made a series of related 

documentary films, exerts of these were presented with the research findings at the 

ATS National Symposium at Tate Modern in 2004. As I was researching the ATS it 

continued to expand. On realising that I would not be able to investigate the whole 

scheme in depth, I made the decision to concentrate on an in depth study on a 

representative sample of its three different staged levels. My early research used a 

mix of qualitative methodologies, including questionnaires, interviews, case studies 

and ethnographic methods of participant observation. The range of courses I chose 

included: The first and second cohort of the MA Artist Teacher at LJMU (Level 3-MA 

Programme) 1999-2001 and 2001-2003, The Easter New Technologies Workshop at 

the Foundation for Art and Creative Technologies (FACT) and Tate Liverpool 2003 

(Level 2-Intermediate Programme), and the Power Drawing Weekend at Bath Spa 

University 2002 (Level 1-Entry Level Programme). Through this early research, I 

hoped to find out more about the theory and practice of this relatively new 

phenomenon of CPD aimed at the artist-teacher, and investigate how artist-teacher 

identity/s are constructed, seeking to find to what extent what this has impacted on 

practice and pedagogy. A more detailed description of the sample is provided in the 

methodology in chapter three. 

 

In the next section I examine this research and contrast my findings with the 

documentation and evidence found in a more recent, larger commissioned evaluation 

of the ATS carried out by Warwick University (Galloway et al, 2006) for the 

management group of the ATS summarising the similarities and differences of the 

findings and raising other areas of interest and further questions for investigation. 
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 1.12: A review and comparison of ATS research 

This section contains a brief summary of the findings of the small-scale pilot research 

I carried out in 2002/4 (Hyde, 2004). My research question at this stage was ‘ What is 

the impact of the Artist Teacher Scheme on the teaching of art and on the continuing 

professional development of art and design teachers’. This early pilot research was 

compared with a larger commissioned evaluation more recently published research 

by a team from Warwick University (Galloway et al, 2006). My initial research 

questions were formulated from the aims contained in the original mission statement 

of the ATS produced by the NSEAD (1998): ‘that art and design teachers who 

maintain their own creative practice are significantly more effective in the classroom 

or studio and more likely to be satisfied with their work in education’ (NSEAD, 1998). I 

aimed to find out to what extent the key findings of this research supported the 

original hypothesis/premise that was a key principal for ATS at its conception. It is 

noteworthy that the ATS was founded on, this often quoted and yet unproven 

hypothesis. As Hall (2005) states however, this is a ‘simple belief, apparently based 

upon assumptions and intuition. As a principle therefore the supposed benefits of the 

ATS are taken for granted and considered self-evident and undeniable’ (2005: 4). In 

relation to this significant development my initial research examined three of the main 

issues addressed by the continuing professional development of artist-teachers:  

1. The professional development made by a sample of the artist-teachers 

participating in the ATS on the three staged levels.  

2. The link between artist-teachers extending their own art practice (including 

their understanding of art theory) with any changes this had made to their art 

and pedagogic practices, their career aspirations and their perception of their 

job satisfaction. 

3. Any changes that were evident in their teaching methods or teaching content 

due to being a participant on ATS that may have affected the classroom 

performance of their students/pupils.  

 

I found that the initial research raised other important points, including the 

participants’ access and exposure to emerging digital technologies and the value 

attached to networking. A further interesting point raised was the provision made by 

the scheme for the accommodation of participants' diversity of art practices. In the 

following section I will discuss some of these points in more detail and describe 
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supporting corroboratory evidence found in Galloway’s study.  

 

 1.13: A comparison of the initial findings and the 2006 ATS 

evaluation 

1.13.1: Artist-teacher identities 

The most important finding of my initial research was that all the participants on all 

three levels of the ATS extended their own art practice and most had engaged with 

contemporary art theories. A further significant finding was that all the participants in 

the sample already practised as artists and all perceived themselves to be both artists 

and teachers, not just teachers of art as evidenced in the comments collected from 

participants below:  

‘The most valuable aspects of the course were time to devote exclusively to my 
own art without any need for justification’ 

‘For me it was the freedom to be creative without limitations or end product’ 

‘It was valuable to re-start and discover my own practice and to have met other 
people working in Art Education who are not my colleagues’  

‘Maintaining my own practical work keeps me in touch with myself as an artist’ 

In the MA sample, all participants felt that by taking part in the scheme they had 

updated and extended their current skills and practice and most felt more able to 

contextualise that practice. The Galloway evaluation indicated that participants 

‘highlighted their work as artists as a central concern for artist-teachers and 

particularly their satisfaction with their work as artists’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 26). This 

study noted that 95.1% of participants stated that their main objectives for attending 

the ATS courses were to revitalise their art practice; 87.8% wanted to interact with 

other artists; and 86.6% wanted to enhance their knowledge of and understanding of 

art (Galloway et al, 2006:29). It seems that the 2006 evaluation evidence 

corroborates my evidence of the importance attached by the artist-teacher subject to 

identifying as practicing artists. Significantly the Galloway research also highlights 

that ‘artist teachers are significantly more confident in their abilities as art educators 

than they are in their abilities as artists’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 26), and that they are 

‘significantly more satisfied with their work as art educators than they are in their 

abilities as artists’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 26). The use of ‘satisfied’ in this statement is 

problematic as it is very subjective. The same research however also notes that 



 48 

participant scores for the level of ‘satisfaction with my work as an artist’ are even 

lower than scores for levels of satisfaction in my ‘confidence in my abilities as an 

artist’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 26). These results highlight the importance of the 

participants’ perception of their continuing and extending of artistic practice to be a 

central concern for their identity constructions as artist-teachers, and that their 

perceived ‘satisfaction’ with their work as artists is particularly important for their 

perception of themselves as both artists and art educators. As Thornton (2005) notes 

there is a need for artist-teachers to have their dual commitment to both their 

pedagogy and their art practice recognised and legitimised, and for them to be viewed 

as ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ artist-teachers rather than identified as lesser/failed artists 

who teach. Artist-teachers: 

have a deep identification with art and teaching that could be indicative of a 
function of identity regarding psychological stability and consistency or, 
philosophically, a reflection of the desire to be authentic in the world (Thornton, 
2005: 168). 

 

1.13.2: Embracing new practices 

In the 2004 research it is important to note that as well as valuing their re-

engagement with art practice and art theory, a further notable finding in the sample of 

the LJMU MA participants was that their specialist areas work often changed to new 

and different art practices as a result of the course. Many of these changed practices 

included using emerging digital technologies as a significant part of their artwork (in 

the first instance this was due to digital technologies being a compulsory part of the 

course, as one of the LJMU MA modules was dedicated to experimentation with 

emerging digital technologies). However in many cases these new practices and 

technologies were integrated into the later work of the participants.  This often 

resulted in a significant change in practice as noted by Adams (2003). This evidence 

was corroborated by evidence found in the Galloway evaluation where 52% of all the 

participants noted that one of their main objectives for attending the ATS courses was 

‘to gain experience of new media and digital technologies’. This rose to 60% in the 

MA ATS participants (Galloway et al, 2006: 30).  

 

Most of the participants in New Technologies Easter School run jointly by LJMU and 

The Foundation for Art and Creative Technology (FACT) in 2002 were female and fell 

within the 30-50 demographic. Many participants stated at the outset of the course 

that they felt nervous of their ability to work with some new technologies. At the end of 
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the course all expressed the enjoyment they’d had experimenting with new media, 

and most were inspired to learn more. Many participants noted the need to create an 

ongoing forum for the learning and updating of technical skills: ‘[the ATS] needs to 

create a continuum so that these [new technologies] skills can be constantly updated 

– art does not stand still, especially in new technologies and media' (2002 participant 

on LJMU Easter School). When asked how the new technologies course might 

change their pedagogic practice some of the suggestions included on the 

questionnaires stated: 

‘I hope to link sound and image together in my work with my pupils’ 

‘I will now introduce time experimenting with new technologies in a friendly and 
supportive environment’ 

‘The power of combining image, word and sound has raised questions for me’ 

‘It has extended my own abilities and made me more enthusiastic in introducing 
new technologies into the art curriculum’ 

(2002, LJMU/FACT New Technologies Easter School) 

 

1.13.3: Career development 

The 2004 research found that the effect of the scheme on the career development of 

art teachers was marked. When the LJMU MA participants were interviewed two 

years after their course had ended, more than 80% of the sample saw their MA 

qualification as a route to their promotion, and half had actually changed posts. These 

findings were more extreme than those found in the 2006 evaluation where 60% of 

MA level participants were seeking to enhance their career prospects, this fell to 46% 

when all the three different levelled groups were asked the same question (Galloway 

et al, 2006: 30). This fall off could be because many of the entry-level primer courses 

are short (being mainly one day or weekend events). It is to be expected that other 

reasons for participants attending these courses would be more prevalent than the 

development of careers.  

 

In analysing these findings it could be stated that in some respects the scheme could 

be said to make artist-teachers less satisfied with their present positions in education 

and awaken them to the possibilities of changing their posts, possibly for those with 

more responsibility or autonomy. The new positions the participants had taken were 

often linked with being given more independence in restructuring the way art 

education is imparted, or working in a different educational setting such as in gallery 
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education or in HE.  As Galloway et al note many of the artist-teachers on higher-level 

courses could already be said to be on a career plateau, with a third of all MA artist-

teachers already being heads of department (Galloway et al, 2006: 30).  It is also 

worth noting that the main objective stated by most participants (95%) for attending 

ATS courses is ‘the revitalising of personal art practice’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 30), 

this indicates that career development in the traditional sense is not the primary aim 

of most of the participants selecting the courses, but that the revitalising and 

extending of their work as an artist is a central reason for participation.  

 

Galloway et al also note through the collation of interview notes, that the needs and 

motivations of course participants can be grouped into three main groups, first the 

overtly ‘artistic’ reasons such as; ‘looking to make space for one’s creative work’ or 

‘looking to explore different media or genres from those with which I am familiar’. 

Second the more ‘teacherly’ reasons such as: ‘feeling isolated – seeking contact with 

a peer-group’, or I ‘went with a colleague to help team building’. Third the more linked 

‘artist-teacher’ reasons such as: I was ‘seeking intellectual challenge and critical 

debate’, and it was ‘time to refresh ideas since teachers in this country don’t get 

sabbaticals’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 42). It seems then, that artist-teachers may have 

different agendas for pursuing the courses especially at different levels of the 

scheme. A model of life long learning can be applied to artist-teachers attending the 

courses at different stages of their careers. Not all participants are seeking the same 

level of involvement, and the scheme can be seen as cumulative as participants build 

on previous experiences, with many returning to pursue different ATS courses. There 

has been a move towards a modular approach by some centres to allow for credit to 

be given for stage one and two courses that can be cumulative towards the MA ATS 

(ATS Management Group minutes: 2007). 

 

1.13.4: Networking 

The building of networks was of considerable importance to the majority of 

participants interviewed during my research. Many related that further important 

objectives for participating on the ATS, were meeting and networking with other 

artists and artist-teachers, as evidenced in some of the comments below collected 

from questionnaire in response to what has been the most valuable aspects of the 

course: 
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…meeting other artist teachers I hope to keep in touch with has been great for 
me as I feel quite isolated in my school being the only art teacher there (Bath 
Power Drawing Weekend participant 2002)  

…networking with other artist teachers, artists and arts institutions has been one 
of the most valuable aspects of the course for me(MA ATS participant LJMU 
2003) 

…gaining new confidence in using new technologies, meeting other practising 
artists/teachers has been valuable to me (New Technologies Easter Workshop 
FACT 2003) 

Some teachers described the isolation they felt working in small or more 

geographically isolated art departments. The majority of the participants stated that 

while on the courses they had made valuable links with major art galleries, and felt 

they had experienced beneficial contact with other artists. Some MA participants had 

also forged links with higher educational establishments with a view to carrying on 

their academic work to PhD level.  Of the level two participants in my sample 80% 

had made links with major art galleries and their staff while on the course, and also 

felt they had had beneficial contact with artists and practitioners. However only 50% 

felt they could contact these people again if they needed to. The majority of 

participants (80%) felt they had met other artist teachers they hoped to keep in touch 

with.  

 

The Galloway evaluation covered the concept of ‘networking’ in a slightly different 

way to my research, the objectives for attending the ATS course listed that was 

closest to the concept of networking in Galloway’s survey was; I hope ‘to interact with 

other artists’ this gained an 87.8% response, with 77.8% indicating the objective had 

actually been met well or better (Galloway et al, 2006: 31). However Galloway notes 

that in the free response questions allocated to the participants comments such as ‘to 

meet like minded souls’ and to ‘become part of a peer group’ and ‘to network’ were 

also mentioned. A further finding of this evaluation that is pertinent to this section, is 

in answer to the statement/question; ‘since taking part in an ATS course I am more 

involved in professional groups or artist networks’ to which only 26% agreed, with 

50% of the whole sample disagreeing with the statement. Galloway notes that this 

figure is different for the longer courses such as the MA ATS where 50% of the 

respondents agreed with the statement. Galloway draws some conclusions from this 

finding, making some suggestions for improvement: 

Those presently on long courses still have their peer group support, and in 
interview many say that they would like to maintain the connection. Some who 
finished last year have been able to continue their contact – but apparently not 
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all. It may be that galleries need to make more of an effort to build networks, 
inviting past students to previews etc. (Galloway et al, 2006: 35) 

When comparing this area of my research to Galloway’s findings it seems they are 

both similar in identifying networking as an area that does not fully meet the schemes’ 

objective. This is a sector of the ATS where a more structured approach to building 

networks would benefit the participants once they leave the safety-net of the courses 

behind. It appears that it is much more difficult to change patterns of behaviour in the 

context of the ‘real’ world when the support mechanisms that courses provide have 

been withdrawn and competing pressures of the role of the teacher and other school 

agendas comes into the foreground.  

 

1.13.5: Situated Learning 

It is relevant to apply the concept of ‘situated learning’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991) to 

the value attached to networking described by the prospective participants of the ATS 

scheme. Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest that learning is not a passive process 

whereby facts are digested, but that learning takes place in a social situation involving 

the participation of the novice being integrated into ‘communities of practice’. The 

most important aspect of ‘situated learning’ is the process of ‘legitimate peripheral 

participation’ whereby newcomers become increasingly part of a community of 

practice. Wenger (1999) describes how the ‘apprentice’ interacts with the ‘old-timers’ 

gradually forming by immersion and social interaction the process by which the 

participant becomes a ‘full practitioner’. This is in some ways similar to Vasari’s 

apprentice model of an artist-teacher discussed earlier, but extended and broadened. 

In the situated learning of the ATS, the participant is immersed into the context of the 

wider artistic community (galleries, artists, art colleges etc) and is drawn into the 

centre of a community of learners (other participants HE establishments, artists). This 

model is useful when applied to the feelings participants express of being on the 

‘outside’ or ‘isolated’ from an artistic community, this stated requirement for ‘a 

community of practice’ it seems is real need. By applying Lave and Wenger’s model 

to this situation, the necessity for contact with other practicing artists and artist-

teachers can be seen as an important factor, essential in leading the aspirant artist-

teacher from the periphery of the artistic ‘community of practice’ to the centre of that 

community. (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 21) 

  

1.13.6: Changes in pedagogic practices due to involvement in the ATS 
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All the MA participants in my research sample felt they had updated and extended 

their current skills and practice and 83% felt more able to contextualise that practice. 

All the MA ATS participants stated they had changed their pedagogic practices since 

taking part in the scheme and half felt they were now more confident as teachers as a 

result of the course. The open responses on questionnaires and interviews were many 

and varied and included changes in teaching practices such as: the introduction of 

more contemporary and female artists work into the critical studies taught in schools; 

links made with galleries and artists; and the networking of participants to set up 

group visits and events. The questioning of established practice and the introduction 

of new methods and media was also apparent. Many comments refer to the 

participants' re-engagement with their own art practice as being a catalyst for a 

renewed enthusiasm for teaching, and go on to apply new methods, techniques and 

skills to the classroom. All the participants felt that the course had changed the way 

they thought about their teaching. Most participants (83%) felt they had a better 

understanding of art theory and art histories. Half had made links with other (than 

LJMU) HE institutions and their staff, and half had made links with art galleries with 

which they hoped to keep in touch. Half felt more confident as artists. This is a 

significant finding as this seems to be a central concern to the participants perceived 

success of the scheme, and vital to the development of artist-teacher identities. I will 

discuss the reasons behind these factors for change in more detail later in the study. 

 

The Galloway evaluation is similar in its affirmation of the impact of the scheme on 

the pedagogic practice of the participants, although slightly different questions were 

asked, and the results were collated from the whole sample, which includes the 

shorter courses. The majority (59%) agreed that ‘they had made use of teaching 

specific techniques or materials they had encountered on their ATS course’ (Galloway 

et al, 2006: 34). 57% were ‘more confident in developing their students’ critical 

analysis skills’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 34), and 50% stated they made more use of 

galleries (Galloway et al, 2006: 34). It is indicative of the participants growing 

confidence as artists that 43% stated they are ‘making more use of their own artwork 

as a part of their teaching’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 34). 

1.13.7: Changes in pupil performance due to involvement in the ATS  

In my research any changes evident in the participants' teaching practices that 

directly affected the performance of their pupils was difficult to quantify by any 

statistical means, as there were too many other factors involved. The link between 
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improved pupils grades in external examinations as a direct result of their teacher 

being a participant of the scheme was again difficult to identify. I decided to ask 

participants for their perceptions as to if/how, or to what extent they felt the ATS 

course had been responsible for changes. 33% of the MA sample said their pupils' 

grades had improved but they were unsure how far this was linked to their 

participation in the ATS as there were too many variables.  

 

The Galloway research found that participants stated that due to their involvement in 

the ATS; 50% felt their students were now more creative in their artwork, 44.9% 

stated that their students attainment had improved, while 43.6% felt their students 

had increased in confidence, and 39.7% stated their students were now more 

motivated in their studies. However only 27.5% stated their students were making 

more use of galleries and other out of school art activities (Galloway et al 2006: 34).  

 

Galloway notes when analysing this data that ‘while these results are generally 

positive, teachers’ ratings of the impact of the ATS on their students tend to be 

somewhat lower than the rating of the impact on themselves as teachers, which are in 

turn lower than their rating of the impact on themselves as artists’ (Galloway et al 

2006: 35).  She goes on to suggest that this could be because the impact of the 

scheme on the teacher as an artist was the area that participants stated they were 

least confident in at the start of their courses, and therefore this aspect would be 

subject to the greatest rate of change. Galloway states of course participants; ‘by 

boosting their confidence and satisfaction in their work as artists we might see this 

feed through to improve (already high) teaching ability and confidence and ultimately 

to an impact on student outcomes’ (Galloway et al 2006: 36). 

 

1.13.8: Participants enjoyment, enthusiasm and perceived satisfaction   

The QCA recommends that art and design teachers need to deliver a broad and 

relevant art curriculum that is in touch with the changes that are apparent in both the 

arts, and the arts associated industries. It was evident from the data and evidence 

collected in my research that the longer ATS courses have a greater impact on the 

CPD of the participants involved, but it is important to note that significant changes to 

practice had occurred at all levels of the scheme. Many comments I received referred 

to the participants' re-engagement with, and extension of their own art practice as 

being the catalyst for a renewed enthusiasm in their teaching. The ATS it seems can 
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be a useful vehicle to provide specialist courses that enable artist-teachers to develop 

their own practice alongside the creative engagement with contemporary art in ways 

that are relevant and tailored to their needs. As shown by my early research this goes 

some way towards establishing that ATS participants become more effective 

teachers, and that the courses can help them to develop their careers as art 

educators, helping them to feel more engaged with their work in art education. Finally 

this maintenance of good practice related to contemporary art theory (especially on 

the longer higher level courses) has been shown to improve teachers’ engagement 

and enthusiasm in the teaching of their students and has on the examples shown in 

this small scale pilot study led to a perceived rise in standards.  

 

The Galloway evaluation corroborates these findings to a great extent noting that 

62% of all the artist-teachers in the sample felt they had improved their knowledge of 

art theory and 63.4% had improved their understanding of contemporary art 

(Galloway et al, 2006: 32). This is corroborated by the high percentage of participants 

(95.1%) indicating a main objective in attending the course was ‘to revitalise my art 

practice’ (Galloway et al, 2006: 29). When analysed by level, this high percentage 

rose to 100% on the primer courses. This significant finding suggests that the 

participants perceive the need to develop their work as artists and become more 

confident and satisfied with this part of their artist-teacher identity to improve their 

overall feelings of satisfaction as artist-teachers.  

 

1.14: Summary 

It is relevant when reviewing and comparing my earlier research alongside the 

Galloway evaluation from the new angle of my current research, the overwhelming 

identification that the participants had of themselves as both committed artists and 

teachers. The identification of ‘myself as an artist’ was a part of the artist-teacher’s 

core identity; even where their art practice had lapsed because of the pressure of 

teaching, participants still considered themselves to be an artist who teaches.  These 

two facets of their identities are deeply enmeshed in the construction of artist-teacher 

identities. In the light of these important early findings I am interested in researching 

further to what extent the reflective practice in both these areas constructs new areas 

of knowledge. The interface between the development and furtherance of artist-

teacher practice and pedagogy is I feel closely linked to the assimilation of theory, 

reflexivity and reflectivity, to the reconstruction over time of new artist-teacher 
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identities through which emerge new teaching and learning strategies. This leads to 

questions relating to how the acquisition of theory interrelates with the furtherance of 

practice, and how these factors then influence pedagogy. To demonstrate how this 

set of criteria interrelate in action I will use a series of case studies, including an in 

depth autobiographical study tracking the impact that the acquisition of new theory 

and practice gained on my MA ATS has had on my pedagogy, further tracking these 

changes through my own art practice and the practice of my students. This calls for 

great reflectivity. It is useful at this point to look at Schön’s model of the reflective 

practitioner that has shown: 

When someone reflects in action, he [sic] becomes a researcher in the practice 
context. He is not dependent on the categories of established theory and 
technique, but constructs a new theory of the unique case. His enquiry is not 
limited to a deliberation about means, which depends on a prior agreement about 
ends. He does not keep means and ends separate, but defines them interactively 
as he frames a problematic situation. (Schön, 1983: 68)  

Schön’s description of the reflective practitioner fits well with the model of an artist-

teacher in action in the classroom, often using unarticulated forms of knowledge 

gained from prior experience of their creative practice in a situation of continuous 

responsiveness to their students’ artistic experience. As Schön has shown the 

personal growth and the professional development of the reflective artist-teacher can 

be inextricably entwined.  Schön also notes the creativity inherent in this mode of 

pedagogy: ‘A reflective teacher is valued as a resourceful individual rather than as 

someone who functions routinely in a predetermined role’ (1987: 16). I will draw on 

Schön’s ideas of a reflective practitioner in my autobiographical narrative of artist 

teacher identity construction in chapter four.  

 

The Galloway findings corroborate my earlier research findings, suggesting that one 

of the main factors crucial for the developing the identity of artist-teachers is the re-

starting and re-invigorating of their art practice, which, when contextualised can go on 

to change the way that pedagogic practices are thought about and practised in the 

classroom. This happens over a period of time as artist-teachers initially gain 

confidence and satisfaction from reinvigorating, and sometimes restarting or 

challenging their existing practice. Then in time artist-teachers reflect on their 

renewed practice, having it verified by the wider artistic community made available to 

them through the course structure. This I suggest has the effect of reinforcing their 

identity as an artist. As they progress onto higher-level and longer ATS courses they 

continue to re-contextualise that practice through their growing awareness of 

contemporary art and the assimilation and application of art and cultural theory. 
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Stanley (2004) however, notes the problems caused by introducing higher-level 

theory too soon in the course. 

 

This assimilation of theory alongside contemporary practice, can only happen over a 

period of time, as participants will have to encounter working outside the ‘comfort 

zone’ of their safe practice, taking risks to try new ways of working, and reflecting on 

how that work can be contextualised within a contemporary art and theoretical 

framework. This process has the effect of moving these reflective participants from 

the feelings of isolation or of ‘being left behind’ or ‘on the outside’ that many of them 

have reported, towards feelings of belonging - to becoming part of an artistic 

‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1999). This artistic community is formed by the 

engagement of the participant in debates with other artist-teachers and artists, 

alongside their exposure to the wider debates in the artistic, educative and research 

communities they will encounter in galleries and HE establishments visited on the 

scheme. These experiences will, in time, allow them to reflect on their pedagogic 

practices and then to start to consolidate or change them. Progress, however, is a 

difficult concept to identify and quantify. The extent of changes made, is dependent 

on where participants are perceived to be placed on this continuum of development 

and engagement, on their level of autonomy and confidence in being able implement 

change to existing structures, and on the constraints in place within in their 

educational setting that mitigate change. Both Stanley (2004: 11) and Galloway 

(2006) recommend that longitudinal case studies of individual artist-teachers need to 

be collected to investigate the schemes longitudinal culminative effect. My study 

seeks to provide evidence to contribute to this stated need. I will focus my research 

through the lens of gender as gender issues have been central to my experience of 

the ATS both through my practice and reflected in the gender demographic of the 

ATS participants. 

 

This chapter has focussed on identifying the meaning of the term artist-teacher for the 

purpose of this study. I have reviewed a range of historic and contemporary texts to 

find references of artist-teachers in the British education system and examined a 

sample of relevant literature and texts referring to the NSEAD Artist Teacher Scheme, 

making a comparison and analysis of past research findings. In chapter 4, I will return 

to these themes when writing up the in-depth research of an autobiographical case 

study of the gendered artist-teacher in the sixth-form college art department. I am 

using this autobiographical approach to foreground gender issues, which have not 

been dealt with in the reports and evaluations I have surveyed. I hope to illustrate and 
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analyse these situations in detail and reflectively analyse to what extent the 

development of my art practice and theory acquired while attending the MA ATS 

course at LJMU has influenced both my art practice, the work of my students and the 

pedagogic practice of my colleagues. I have applied theoretical models to this new 

data and compared my findings with those I have listed and analysed in this chapter 

from both my earlier pilot research, and from the larger-scale Galloway evaluation. In 

the next chapter I investigate more closely the formation of identity and specifically 

gendered identity and apply this to the case studies in chapters four, five and six. 

 

This initial review of the ATS and the pilot research carried out in this chapter has 

raised new questions as to the effect that the female gender of the majority of artist-

teachers has on their identity construction in the field of art and art education. In the 

next chapter I present a theoretical exploration into the formation of identity through 

an examination of the work of theorists from different fields, seeking to apply such 

theories to the dual roles played by both contemporary and historic constructs of 

artist-teachers, with special reference to gender and developing theories of art 

education. As a female-gendered artist-teacher I have felt a degree of being ‘Other’ to 

the masculinist hegemony of the Western canon of art that has been presented to me 

throughout my training and during my professional career. The ATS course gave me 

the space and encouragement to address and give voice this unarticulated feeling; 

allowing me to contextualise and theorise my feminist practice which I have extended 

and taken further as a major part of this study.  

 

As a teacher I have felt the need to counteract this ‘Other’ within the art curriculum, 

where I have had to seek out representations of my gender (and other cultures) to 

present a more balanced view to students in order to counteract the norm of the 

‘great (male-white-Western) artist’ that still makes up the majority of artistic subjects 

available for analysis by students in critical studies. As an artist in training during the 

1970s I felt the weight of this gendered masculine tradition when trying to navigate a 

niche in which I could legitimately operate as a female-gendered artist. This gender 

‘Othering’ is still endemic in the power structures of British art education 

establishment. The gender balance of power represented in art establishments is at 

variance with the numbers of female gendered teachers of art and students of art 

choosing to study art in HE.  
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This next chapter researches the ways in which female-gendered artist-teachers 

identities are constructed within this hegemony. Though I make the case that the MA 

ATS had emancipatory effects both for my practice and understanding of theory, it is 

important to note that the ATS reports and evaluations I studied failed to take into 

account issues of gender which are immanent to practice, which is the thesis that I 

am attempting to address in chapters five and six. Here I seek to investigate to what 

extent the ATS MA can provide tools for gendered artist-teachers to challenge these 

received norms of practice, theory and pedagogy and act as a catalyst to confront 

them. The next chapter introduces and situates aspects of the autobiographical case 

studies that detail these changes, which are expanded in chapters four, five and six.  
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Chapter 2: Identity: constructions of the artist-teacher  
 

2.1: Introduction 

As indicated in the previous chapter the ATS reports and perhaps the ATS courses 

fail to acknowledge the possible gendering of practice. Because of this important 

omission I will explore this issue in the following chapter through an analysis of 

identity construction and its relationship to gender and artist-teacher constructs. 

Identity has recently been the recipient of much new theoretical exploration and 

contemporary debate, as Redman observes: 

…identity has achieved its contemporary centrality both theoretically and 
substantively because that to which ‘it’ is held to refer – whether the it in question 
is for example, the category ‘man’, ‘black’, ‘work’, ‘nation’ or ‘community’ – is 
regarded in some sense as being more contingent, fragile and incomplete and 
thus more amenable to reconstitution than was previously thought possible. 
(Redman, in du Gay et al, 2002: 2)  

As Redman notes, identity has recently become subject to deconstruction in many 

areas of society, with the more traditional fixed positions and roles adopted by 

subjects now becoming to be seen as more ‘fragile’ and therefore subject to attack 

and renegotiation. The ways in which gendered positions and roles have been 

constructed in art and education in the past, and how they are now becoming the 

subject of reconstruction are areas of focus in this study. 

 

In this chapter I explore theories of identity construction and introduce how selected 

theories are applied to this thesis. However, before I introduce this section further I 

am reminded of the work of Ian Stronach and Maggie Maclure (1997) who, as 

educational researchers, describe their use of deconstruction and the postmodern as 

approaches they adopt in order to make educational research ‘unfamiliar’, proposing 

the value of finding other places from which to ‘look back’ towards the educational 

issues of the present. In their text, they note the significance of autobiographical 

writing and the personal ‘voice’ in educational research. Taking note of Derrida’s 

notion of departure or ‘distance’ in educational research, Stronach and Maclure 

appreciate the notion of taking a detour from the received canonical texts of 

educational research in order to review the issue in focus from other perspectives, 

exploring their area from fields as literary theory, fiction and anthropology (Stronach 

and Maclure, 1997: 3). 
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I have opted to use a range of similar approaches to those used by Stronach and 

Maclure in this thesis. I have use a mixture of autobiographic writing (presented in 

italic script) interspersed with analysis of relevant texts, from both art education and 

other relevant fields of identity theory. This departure will be used in order to explore 

the identity construction of the gendered artist-teacher from a number of perspectives. 

I aim to use these competing positions both to open up connections, and to raise 

questions; questions that are more difficult to locate within the spaces negotiated in 

the usual territories of educational research. This approach is also used in later 

chapters (the case studies), where I use a diverse mix of art practice as research, 

evidence, theory and autobiographical writing to explore the constructions of the 

artist-teacher and the artist-learner. 

 

The eclectic selection of identity theory I present in this chapter explores how identity 

is determined through etymology, social theory and scientific constructions. The 

importance of the interrelationship between language, and identity construction is also 

analysed alongside the effects of power and the institution on the formation of 

identity. I will also explore the construction of female artist identities through an 

analysis of the position adopted by feminist art theorists such as Linda Nochlin 

(1971), furthered by Grizelda Pollock (1999) and Marsha Meskimmon (2003). These 

theorists are relevant to this study as they both examine dualisms, those links that 

normalise notions of maleness with the construct of the artist within the received 

cannon of Western art, using the place of the ‘Other’ from which to deconstruct this 

norm. Meskimmon (2003) also examines the possibilities of a gendered, corporeal 

specificity within the artwork produced by female artists and notes the importance of a 

performative aspect of recording these gendered artworks. Meskimmon (2003) 

adopts a position that chimes with the earlier work on gender specificity in literature 

explored by literary theorist Helene Cixous (1981) in her investigation of the notion of 

‘Ecriture Feminine’. I follow these explorations with a short critical review of the 

historical constructions of female artist-teacher identities through an analysis of key 

texts from relevant literature (Dalton, 1990; Gombrich, 1970; Macdonald; 1970), 

which together, investigate the effects of institutional structures on the constructions 

of female artist-teacher’s identity.  I explore to what extent, and in what ways these 

imposed institutional structures have been retained as a ‘naturalised’ influence or 

stain on current practices through an investigation of the contemporary construction 

of female artist-teacher identities (Adams 2003, Atkinson 2002), discussing the 

positions adopted in more recent research in both gender theory and art educational 

theory.  
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2.2: Identity: defining terms 

A good place to begin this discussion about identity is to briefly examine the 

etymology of the main terms used in this chapter. It is crucial to establish how identity 

is defined, how this term arrived in its current form, and to establish its meaning within 

this study. A recent popular dictionary definition of this term states:  

Identity: the set of characteristics that somebody recognizes as belonging 
uniquely to himself or herself and constituting his or her individual personality for 
life. (2007, Encarta)  

As well as identity, the entity who is the ‘self’ in this statement is equally important to 

define; it is again helpful to start with the two most relevant definitions of ‘self’ offered 

in the same dictionary:  

Self: somebody’s personality or an aspect of it, especially as perceived by others;  

Self: a complete and individual personality, especially one that somebody 
recognises as his or her own and with which there is a sense of ease. (Encarta, 
2007) 

It is interesting to note the differences between these dictionary definitions. The 

meaning attached to the dictionary definition of identity is dependent on the 

person/self recognising a set of characteristics that belong to them, that make up their 

‘individual personality for life’. Whereas the dictionary definition of ‘self’ is dependent 

on the recognition of these qualities in the person by others. In the dictionary 

definition of self, the person/self must recognise and accept the qualities that make up 

their individual personality as their own, and feel at ease with this set of 

characteristics. There appears to be a great degree of fixity in these definitions, in that 

there is no sense of an identity under construction or any sense of ‘becoming’, there 

is no possibility of changing one’s identity; identity is presented here as immutable, 

and not subject to flux and change. Furthermore the person/self in question is to ‘feel 

at ease’ with this dogmatic construction. These definitions are at odds with the 

contemporary identity crisis that is prevalent in recent identity theory (Du Gay et al, 

2000: Butler, 1993).  

 

When the notion of subjectivity is introduced into the frame, the signification of 

identity/self is further compromised, as subjectivity is identified as being ‘based on 

personal opinions or feelings rather than external facts or evidence’ (Encata, 2007)’. 

This reminds me of the phenomenological work of Merleau-Ponty (1963) and the 

cognitive science work of Lakoff and Johnson (1999) both challenge the construction 

of differentiated external and internal realities. It is interesting to note that subjectivity 
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has an older provenance than identity, which emerged into popular use in the 1990s 

as a socio-cultural term.  The etymology of such words can be illuminating when 

investigated chronologically, and in their application to different fields. For example, in 

a recent edition of the journal Radical Philosophy twenty-six pages are dedicated to 

investigating the meaning and definition of the word ‘subject’ (2006: 15-41), analysing 

its etymology and usage from ancient Greek, through to contemporary English 

language.  

 

As Stuart Hall has noted in his article ‘Who needs identity?’ (1996):  

…there has been a veritable discursive explosion in recent years around the 
concept of identity, at the same moment as it has been subjected to a searching 
critique (Hall, in Du Gay et al, 2000: 15).  

Identity and subjectivity as terms have become contested and have undergone a 

massive deconstruction over the past few decades. This corresponds to the challenge 

to identity recognised in many facets of society. These reconstructed terms have 

been analysed in great detail in their application to different fields, such as 

psychoanalytically influenced feminism, cultural criticism, and the notion of the 

performative aspects of the gendered self that have been reiterated in postmodern 

theory (Butler, 1999). When placed alongside these more recent deconstructions of 

identity evident in much current theory, the dictionary definition of identity given at the 

start of this section is misleading, in that it assumes a great degree of fixity in its 

construction along with the necessity of the self/subject defined as being able to be 

aware of, and to recognise the set of characteristics that are said to construct the 

identified self, and what is more to be at ease with this construction. It seems that in 

opposition to this definition, the current identity crisis of postmodern construction, 

portrays a more self-aware, self-constructed identity in a constant state of flux and full 

of angst, ‘becoming’ but never arriving, having to defend its chosen position from a 

barrage of opposition. As the construction of gendered artist-teacher identities is 

central to this study, to define these constructions fully it is necessary to explore the 

notion of identity more completely in different contexts. 

2.3: Scientific constructions of identity  

Much popular thought still operates on an assumption that the mind and body are of 

different realms, with the psychological realm distinct from the biological realm. The 

recent critique of mainstream western Cartesian dualistic identity constructs has 

facilitated the destabilising of the former dualistic constructs towards a materialist, 
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monist (singular) stance in some scientific disciplines. One such discipline is 

neuroscience, which disputes this substance dualism that is still said to persist in 

some biological sciences, this is often referred to as the ‘new scientific dualism’ 

(DeGrandpre, 1999). This has a great impact on how notions of identity construction 

are perceived. 

 

A precursor for this challenge to ontological dualism can be found in Ryle’s notion of 

the ‘Ghost in the Machine’ (1949), which challenged Descartes’ dualism of mind and 

body. This is furthered by the phenomenological work of Merleau-Ponty (1948), in the 

text ‘The Primacy of Perception’, his premise is based on the way that the human 

body as a perceiving entity is intricately intertwined and mutually 'engaged' with the 

phenomenal entity. Merleau-Ponty suggests in this text that the perceiving body is not 

an unchanging object as portrayed by the natural sciences (and the earlier dictionary 

definition), but a fully integrated association of the body with its sensory functions. He 

rejects the idea that human perception is unreliable, and that it distorts the external 

reality of a ‘real’, concrete world. Further to this, he argues that it is idealistic to 

suppose that human beings can be trusted to give stable, objective results in scientific 

experiments (this was an influential view in science at that time). As a popular 

definition of empirical science still claims: ‘knowledge must be based on observable 

phenomena and capable of being experimented for its validity by other researchers 

working under the same conditions’ (Wikipeadia, 2007). This description still requires 

a high degree of fixity, whereby all observers are perceived as being able to respond 

in the same way to the stimulus for the data/experiment to be valid. Such a view 

proposes that all observations must be objective, with the values of the observer 

however, not always declared. This static position in all probability stems from the 

construction of scientific identities within a framework of Cartesian dualism, in which 

the enlightenment philosophy of Descartes separated the notions of the ‘thinking 

mind’ from the ‘feeling body’. In opposition to this dualistic reasoning Merleau-Ponty’s 

challenge suggests that the way the world is perceived and understood is grounded in 

an embodied, sensible experience of that world. This shift in perspective was an 

important modification in starting to view reason as an embodied process, as 

Merleau-Ponty demonstrates a corporeity of consciousness as much as an 

intentionality of the body. This intentionality of the body influenced the feminist 

philosopher Iris Marion Young, whose work on the specificity of gendered 

embodiment is used later in this study to analyse the pregnant body.  
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Furthering the research into scientific constructions of identity, contemporary 

cognitive scientists Lakoff and Johnson (1999) have added further substance to 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological starting point. ‘Embodied Philosophy’ refers to a 

set of arguments proposed by various authors including Lakoff and Johnson, which 

suggest that the mind can only be fully understood by taking its embodied status into 

account. This position is therefore opposed to other views of cognition such as those 

based on Cartesian dualism. Lakoff and Johnson (1999) argue that the embodiment 

hypothesis entails that our conceptual and linguistic structures are shaped by the 

idiosyncrasy of our perceptual structures. As evidence, they cite how research on 

embodiment affects mental imagery, image schemas, gesture, sign language, and 

conceptual metaphor, amongst other examples. They radically propose that as 

thought has come to be perceived as embodied: ‘large parts of the Western 

philosophical tradition and many of our most common beliefs will subsequently have 

to be rethought’ (1999: 22). This chimes with Hall and Readman’s readings earlier in 

this chapter, of the fixed identity under attack. Lakoff and Johnson advocate that the 

position of the embodied human mind in contemporary cognitive scientific research 

challenges the long held belief that ‘human reason and human concepts are mind-

,brain-,and body-free and characterise objective, external reality’ (1999: 22). They put 

forward the notion that subjects of a twenty-first century western culture have 

inherited significantly false philosophical views of what a person is and how identity is 

constructed. These, they propose, are not merely the views of professional 

philosophers, but that structures of thought such as these are so commonplace and 

habituated that they are barely noticed, and yet they influence identity formation 

profoundly on many different levels. Lakoff notes that:   

We are neural beings[…]our brains take their input from the rest of our bodies. 
What our bodies are like and how they function in the world thus structures the 
very concepts we can use to think. We cannot think just anything — only what our 
embodied brains permit (2002: 58). 

It is relevant that recently, the art historian John Onians (2008) in his article ‘Neuro 

Ways of Seeing’ has used similar new developments in neuroscience to address art 

history from this pioneering stance, suggesting that the ‘neuro-plasticity’ of the brain is 

dependent on context and lived experience to form its neural pathways, thus 

proposing the artists environment directly affects their brain’s structure (Onians, 

2008). 

 

The scientific challenge to identity formation made by Lakoff and Johnson is important 

to this study as it foregrounds embodiment as an important contemporary area of 
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identity research. This can be linked with contemporary research regarding gendered 

embodiment being explored in feminist philosophy (Butler, 1993; Gatens, 1996; 

Grosz, 2005; Young, 2005). Iris Marion Young, for example, philosophically explores 

specific gendered, embodied, processes such as pregnancy and menopause. Art 

theorists such as Marsha Meskimmon (2005) and Rosemary Betterton (1996) have 

raised the notion of the validisation of the specificity of women’s artwork as an 

expanding area of contemporary practice, with artists such as Tracy Emin and Cathy 

de Monchaux, for example, exploring gendered embodied experience. My digital 

video art practice (Møther, 2007) analysed as part of this study, specifically explores 

embodied pregnant subjectivity, (this is discussed more fully in chapter five). This 

move towards an embodied specificity chimes with the work of Onians (2008) 

described above in that it further foregrounds the specific lived experience, 

embodiment and environment of an artist as important in the formation of the 

structure of their brain.  

 

The cognitive science model of identity construction proposed by Lakoff and Johnson 

that challenges the Cartesian model of identity construction can also be utilised as an 

illustration of the way in which some of the accepted foundational theories of science 

and philosophy have come to be the subject of debate and change during the last two 

decades. This recent reading of the self has had further repercussions on the way 

that identity construction is perceived. There appears to be some convergence 

between the cognitive science findings of Lakoff and Johnson and the philosophical 

work of Deleuze and Guttari (2003), which draws further towards a description of the 

non-fixity of human subjectivity, through starting to construct ways of thinking that go 

beyond essential gender dualisms. Notions of gendered non-fixity are apparent in the 

construction of the ‘becoming woman’ first raised by De Beauvoir in the 1940s and 

furthered by Irigaray in the 1970s to challenge the duality of the Freudian/Lacanian 

construct of woman as ‘a disadvantaged man; a male assemblage with no status of 

her own’ (Irigaray, 1985: 25). The notion of the ‘becoming woman’ and ‘girl’ is 

furthered by Deleuze and Guttari (2003), whose poetic theories of organic, ‘rhizomic’ 

structures have had a bearing on contemporary identity theory, since they challenge 

the traditional scientifically imposed boundaries between the embodied, physical 

subject and its environment, suggesting a flowing organic matrix of gender. For 

example here I am reminded of a recent screening of a TV programme of a 

documentary about Thomas Beatie a ‘pregnant man’  
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In this documentary the subject Thomas Beatie, 

identified himself as being gendered male both in 

law and through gender reassignment drug therapy, 

but he had previously been regarded as being 

female in law (though he dressed as male and 

identified himself as male), and yet he could still 

carry a child due to his retention of a womb. This 

challenge to the normative fixed gender/sex dualism 

caused much consternation to members of his 

community and to his own family. The documentary 

programme created a forum for discussion as to what actually constitutes a 

contemporary identity of man or woman. This scenario illustrates a Deleuzian fluidity 

of gender assignment, both in the steps Beatie and his partner have taken in 

performing their gender of choice, and in the challenges made to many preconceived 

notions of masculinities and femininities. In Beatie’s case the law constructs one view 

of acceptable maleness, society another with the individual subject left to navigate a 

social path in order to live their own notion of what constitutes a ‘liveable life’ (Butler, 

1993), a life that fulfils their desires to ‘perform’ their gender of choice. As Beattie 

states:  

‘I feel it’s not a male or female desire to have a child. It’s a human need. I’m a 
person and I have the right to have a biological child…I see pregnancy as a 
process and it doesn’t define who I am.’ (Times on Line: July 4: 2008). 

It is interesting to note that a similar scenario of a ‘pregnant man’ was ‘conceived’ by 

a visual artist Vigil Wong (2006), in his film ‘When Men are Pregnant’, and in a 

facsimile blog ‘Pop! The First Male Pregnancy’ which both appeared on the Internet 

three years earlier. 

 

(Dec 2008, Channel 4 and also 

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/ 

world/us_and_americas/article4265368.ece for  image and 

quotation). 
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2.4: The construction of female artist identities  

The gender bias that has existed in much patriarchally based, culturally hegemonic, 

schools of knowledge has in the last four decades led to some axiomatic, 

foundational principles of art history becoming more fragile and contingent. This 

deconstruction has I feel, significantly affected the repositioning of gendered artist-

teachers within the wider field of art and art education. The probing of the Western 

canon of ‘great’ artists started by Nochlin (1971) in the 1970s and furthered by 

Pollock (1999) and Meskimmon (2003), has led to a questioning of the naturalised 

dualism of the ‘male’ artist with notions of ‘genius’, having the effect of further 

destabilising the ‘universal’ male positioning of the artist. This paradigm shift has 

allowed other marginalised and feminised art practices to become legitimated within 

the wider field of contemporary art, permitting marginalised groups to become 

included in the contemporary canon of art. An example of this inclusion can be 

illustrated by the recent inclusion of two female artists names being displayed across 

the side of Tate Modern – Doris Salcedo and Louise Bourgoiuis (2007-2008) 

illustrating their promotion as the main exhibitors in this contemporary, mainstream 

(and in the recent past) mainly white-western-male art establishment.  

 

2.4.1: Revisions and omissions  

Revisionists such as Pollock (1988) have noted how the introduction of women into 

the domains of art history and literary theory has fundamentally changed those 

disciplines, by breaking down the ‘common sense, universal’ beliefs held within these 

fields that were based on patriarchal footings. In the early 1970s Nochlin asked the 

foundational feminist question ‘why have there been no great women artists?’ (1973). 

Nochlin answered this by suggesting that the whole social structure of becoming an 

artist was loaded against women (and other non-white male groups), as she 

demonstrates in conclusion to her article: 

…art is not a free, autonomous activity of a super-endowed individual, 
"Influenced" by previous artists, and, more vaguely and superficially, by "social 
forces," but rather, that the total situation of art making, both in terms of the 
development of the art maker and in the nature and quality of the work of art 
itself, occur in a social situation, are integral elements of this social structure, and 
are mediated and determined by specific and definable social institutions, be they 
art academies, systems of patronage, mythologies of the divine creator, artist as 
he-man or social outcast.    (Nochlin, 1988:158) 

This challenge to the naturalised position of the heteronormative, white, western, 

male artist initially started a revisionist process of re-instating ‘old mistresses’ into the 



 69 

existing canon of ‘great,’ male, masters. More recently in ‘Differencing the Canon’ 

(1999) Pollock, engages in what she names ‘culture wars’, proposing that ‘the canon 

should be understood as both a discursive structure and a structure of masculine 

narcissism within the exercise of cultural hegemony’ (Pollock,1999: xiv).  Pollock here 

claims that by ‘differencing the canon’ the engagement with the politics of sexual 

difference affects the ways in which art histories can be read. Using existing case 

studies of ‘great’ male artists (in particular Toulouse–Lautrec and Van Gogh), she 

encourages her audience to ‘read against the grain’ (ibid.). Here, Pollock achieves a 

‘re-graining’ by inserting the figure of the mother along with the discourse of sexuality 

into the existing texts. By this action she proposes that the repressed questions of 

gender, sexuality and sexual difference should be acknowledged as critical elements 

of both the content and the process of canonically acknowledged modern art and art 

history. This technique of the insertion of the repressed, or missing feminine, into the 

masculine reading of art is a device also used by the literary theorist Julia Kristeva 

(1992) in her article about the disputed ‘maternal space’ in Bellini’s paintings. In the 

short examples discussed above these feminist theorists have used theory as a tool 

to attack the gender essentialism implicit in the art of the past, destabilising the myth 

that ‘great art’ can overcome the contingencies of time and place, contingencies 

which often fail to take into account issues of gender, race, and class. 

 

During my MA Artist Teacher course I was introduced to art theory 
and historiography and as a part of my course I explored the main 
approaches to the history of writing about art.  Part of this module 
included examples of art criticism, connoisseurship, aesthetic 
criticism, formalism, expression theory, semiotics, psychoanalytic 
theory and post structuralism. I also explored feminist art theory, I 
wrote a paper about constructions of the mother and their impact on 
contemporary art practice. I remember that during this period of 
intense reading, the struggle I had to accommodate and assimilate 
these texts whilst still teaching a demanding timetable, and yet I am 
left with the memory of the illumination and the excitement I felt 
when linking different facets and fields of knowledge together, finding 
voices that expressed the unspoken dissonance I felt existed in Art.  
 
I had always read novels, and had read some general education and 
feminist theory, but I had not really been exposed to any art theory 
or literary theory before my introduction to these tools of analysis 
on this course. I had practised as an artist and taught art, but I had 
not really engaged with or analysed the political and social context of 
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art. The paradigm shift this introduction to theory has subsequently 
caused in my thinking and philosophy of both art and art education 
has been immense.  

 

In opposition to a traditional, masculinist reading, Pollock (1999), when interpretating 

the work of women artists, along with critical theorists such as Luce Irigaray (1980), 

encourages a reading that creates ‘inscriptions of the feminine’ to form ‘a view from 

elsewhere’ (Irigaray: 1980), a reading from the place of the ‘Other’. In her text Pollock 

focuses on four paintings by Artimesia Gentileschi, offering a view of the female body 

painted by a female artist as ‘the core of a complex narrativity around sexuality, 

trauma, bereavement and imaginary identification’ (Pollock,1999: xv). Here, Pollock 

aims to provide readings of these works that go against the grain of feminist 

celebration and canonical hype. In doing this Pollock challenges her audience to 

displace dualistic gender readings, by allowing for uncertainty and ambiguity to arise, 

asking her audience to acknowledge how hidden desire is used to shape their 

readings of art and its histories. Through these practices Pollock can be said to be 

questioning the essentialist identity construction of the male artist, thereby allowing 

space for the construction and practice of female artists to be inserted into the 

discourse of art and its histories. 

 

2.5: Gendered corporeal specificity 

This theme of difference and similarity in relation to artists and gender can be tracked 

through the more recent critical debate surrounding women making art, as 

Meskimmon (2003) states in her text: 

If we ask what is a woman artist or what is woman’s art, we fall back into the logic 
of objectification and marginality, but if we take the lead and enquire into how 
women’s art comes to articulate sexual difference in its material specificity and at 
its particular historical locus, the potential to generate new answers, and 
concepts is endless. (Meskimmon, 2003: 3)  

Here Meskimmon suggests that some corporeal and material difference may be 

located within the artwork created by gendered female artists, differences that are 

specific to their temporal, historical location. If Meskimmon’s theory of temporal, 

corporeal specificity is applied to female gendered artist-teachers, it would not be to 

suggest that their practice will be homogenous or have overriding commonalities, but 

that some material ‘corporeal specificity’ (Meskimmon, 2003; Grosz, 1995) will remain 
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as a trace within their practice which is particular to their gender, sex and socio-

historical location.  

 

To further apply a Deleuzian reading to the practice of the female artist-teacher, one 

should not ask what is the identity of a female artist teacher? But rather, how is that 

female artist-teacher’s identity constructed? And how therefore, does one ‘become’ a 

female artist-teacher? By using a more fluid, non-fixed position the shift from object to 

the process is what is important here, the shift from ontological fixity towards the 

process of becoming.  

 

The final practical module of my MA Artist teacher course involved an 
exhibition of recently produced artwork. My digital video installation for 
this exhibition ‘Family Movies: a Re-Edit’ (2002) was a multi screened video 
piece which explored the extent to which families collude in the reinvention 
of the ‘happy family’ myth through their semi-scripted performances in 
family movies. This work explored notions of the male gaze and the 
construction of collective family memory. Here, I re-edited my family’s 
collection of old Super 8 cine film footage. I had first filmed interviews 
with my five siblings talking about their memories of being filmed thirty 
years after this footage had been taken. I then located the experiences they 
had described and re-edited them into the interview, illustrating any 
dissonance between the events and the constructed memory.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

While making this artwork I remembered the slight feelings of unease and 
discomfort I had experienced at the group family viewings of our 
constructed family history – these films were often shown at Christmas 
or when aunts and uncles visited, or sometimes just for entertainment on 
rainy Sundays. This discomfort I now theorise was caused by my reaction 
to the controlling ‘male gaze’ and the editing/scripting and directing of 
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these filmed events by my father. I feel that we, as children, had been 
manipulated to appear in a certain way. I linked these feelings at the time 
of producing this work both to Kristeva’s theory of the ‘feminine lack ‘ in 
the male artist’s work, and to Roland Barthes text ‘Camera Lucida’ with 
his ideas of memory construction through his notions of punctum and 
studium.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To describe the punctum through which I had entered these 
constructed memories, I placed still images taken from the films in 
backlit frames, in rows, displayed at eye level leading to the inner dark 
space of the projection area. 

 
During my MA course I had recently read Deborah Chalmers (2001) work 
on ‘Representing the Family’ here, she notes how the 1960’s families 
were the first to have easy access to moving image and mass produced 
photography media with which to document their interior family life. At 
the same time 1960s families were 
being exposed to constructs of 
‘happy families’ played out in the 
new television sit-coms and films 
being watched in their homes on 
their newly acquired televisions. 
This was the media revolution 
through which my siblings and I 
played out our childhoods. My 
parents were amongst the first 
generation to use a movie camera to 
transform the experience of 
nuclearised parenthood into a visual 
spectacle. My father as cameraman, 
director and film editor was 
orchestrating his ideal of family life, 
a family life however, set amongst the power struggles that we as 
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children were trying to solve in our own ways. It is this clash of ideals 
and identities that I found interesting in this work.  

 
I feel on re-examining these films that my father was portraying a 
microcosm of the patriarchal views held by society at that time, he was 
visualising how he felt gender roles in the family should be played out. 
By scripting and directing our performances to a certain extent, we as 
children were caught in the trap of playing out the roles assigned to us 
in these ritualised performances. The gender differences in these assigned 
roles were pronounced: my mother never held the camera or filmed, she 
is the subject of the film, depicted providing food and caring for 
children, or occasionally sitting in her best clothes on the bonnet of a 
new car! My elder sister and I were cast as loving sisters of our small 
brother and sisters, or as subjects for decorative entertainment, filmed 
dressing up or dancing. My only brother was cast as the active 
hero/tormentor, master of technological toys and builder of models.   

 
My younger sisters were often cast at his mercy as the helpmates in his 
projects or at the receiving end of his practical jokes and torments, 
which often ended in their filmed tears. The sanctioned bullying amongst 
my younger siblings that my father (a public school teacher in an all 
male only school) filmed without intervening, and in some cases rehearsed 
and encouraged, are what made this visually constructed family history 
uncomfortable for me to watch.  

 
All these years later as a female artist I was able to explore these 
issues and expose these practices in a way that gave voice to both my 
own and my younger siblings’ encounters, experiencing a sense of 
cathartic release from this imposed narrative visual history. Through 
this artwork I explored and re-edited this less-than-ideal lived experience 
of family life as seen from the relatively powerless position of the 
child. I was able to use my voice as a female, theorised artist to 
explore this misrepresentation of the lived experience of childhood 
layered against the original Super 8 footage, punctuated by the 
contemporary documentary filmed adult memories of these events by my 
siblings. 
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In researching the positioning of the feminine 

in visual art a question that remains with me 

after reading Meskimmon’s text on women’s 

art is: how is this alleged feminine, corporeal 

specificity to be read in the work of women 

artists? Meskimmon (2003) uses the 

sculptural work of Cathy de Monchaux 

(Evidently Not, 1995: and Cruising Disaster, 

1996) as an example of women’s artwork, which she suggests appeals to viewers in a 

direct, corporeal way. De Monchaux’s semi-abstract sculptural installations use 

supple leather, twisted into forms reminiscent of body parts, often relating to female 

genitals. These are juxtaposed with sharp, gripping metal-hinged structures that 

‘challenge the logic of surface/depth as traditionally conceived in western fine art’ 

(Meskimmon, 2003: 106). Here, Meskimmon notes how the reading of de Monchaux’s 

work goes beyond the physical actuality of the work and moves beyond the surface of 

the work towards its underlying truth, proposing that this kind of practice destabilises 

the notion of a unified human subject. The visceral response felt when viewing this 

work relates to Kristeva’s (1992) reading of ‘the abject’. This sculptural work of de 

Monchaux’s can be described as exploring the potential of a more marginal feminine 

subject, such as the construct of the ‘becoming’ woman described by Deleuze and 

Guttari (1997) with her untold desires and sexuality, as opposed to the more 

traditional heterosexual male artists construct of the woman as the object of his 

desires. 

 

I viewed de Monchaux’s work a few years ago in Tate Modern, before 
reading Meskimmon’s text describing it. I remembered this event on 
reading her text, how this viewing had the effect of raising questions 
within me about what I had felt and thought. I recalled standing in 
front of this work for a long period of time. I experienced it partly as 
an embodied response, a gripping, gut-wrenching feeling within my 
abdomen, womb and genitals, which is difficult to articulate in words. I 
was drawn to examine the surface of the piece; it both repulsed and 
attracted me. I felt a similar sensation when looking at some of Louise 
Bourgeois’ installations and sculptural work (Tate Modern, 2007).  It is 

(www.sculpture.org.uk/ image/602816413255/15/)ß 

‘Evidently Not’ (1995) Cathy De Monchaux 
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as if these works are able to directly connect with some hidden desiring 
feminine part of me. De Monchaux’s and Bourgeois sculptural 
installations ‘hailed’ (Althusser, 1970) to me on competing theoretical 
and sensual levels.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

As Meskimmon states:  

Such a call to the senses complicates our involvement with the work, 
materialising intersubjectivity as the very locus of the erotic. Our empowered 
subject status is destabilised as the ‘objects of our desire compose, decompose 
and recompose across sense boundaries and spaces (Meskimmon, 2003: 108). 

Thus according to Meskimmon the reading of the feminine in women’s artwork hails 

to the embodied feminine audience through the senses, it is an embodied response.  

Meskimmon’s description of the female gendered artists’ construction of subjectivity 

chimes with De Beauvoir’s foundational concepts of female subjectivity (1949) and 

later with Deleuze’s and Guttari’s notion of the unstable ‘flowing’ of the subject of the 

‘becoming’ girl/woman (Deleuze and Guttari, 1997). In these readings the concept of 

female subjectivity is often depicted using metaphors such as flowing, or multi-

layered, it is portrayed not as a fixed, essential position, but as being in a state of flux 

or as ‘becoming’.  

 

There has, in the last few decades, been a complex repositioning of the roles, 

positions and relationships played out by many women in British society. A rich seam 

of contemporary art created by female artists aims to explore how these changing 

roles are portrayed. I find this to be a useful feminist position from which to explore 

my own artwork and the work of my students in this study. Many older female art 

www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk/ The Destruction of the Father 1974 

Louise Bourgeois 
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teachers (myself included), have been educated from a more ‘masculinist’ position 

adopted within art institutions (Dalton, 2001; Pollock, 1999). This experiential 

dissonance can be said to be responsible in causing some women artists to feel a 

sense of disassociation in their ability to relate to the feminine aspects of their 

constructions as gendered artists (Betterton, 1989). I have found that reading relevant 

theory has helped me to attack the essentialism implicit in the givens of gender 

dualisms established in the fields of art history and art education, helping me to 

realise that nothing is absolute and everything is contingent, multifaceted and 

ambiguous and therefore open to deconstruction. 

 

The philosopher Elizabeth Grosz (1994) has written extensively about the 

permeability of sexual difference and the way that a repositioning of sexuality and 

sexual difference has become increasingly important in many aspects of society, 

particularly in those at the cutting edge of contemporary theory. She suggests that: 

… there are other ways of undertaking cultural activity and intellectual endeavor 
than those developed thus far. A completely different set of perspectives – this 
time based on woman’s specificities, experiences, appositions, rather than those 
of men, who hide themselves and their specificities under the banner of some 
universal humanity – which is possible and needs to be explored. (Grosz, 1994: 
xi) 

Grosz’s position adopted here chimes with that of Cixous’ (1981) notion of ‘Ecriture 

Feminine’ which advocates the possibility of a space for specific female types of 

writing. Both Meskimmon and Grosz suggest the possibility of different ways of 

describing female experience. They advocate the desirability for, (though not the 

actuality of) a new kind of linguistic code, a code that is not tied to the binary 

universalising systems that presently exist. Some contemporary women artists are in 

a similar, yet mainly visual trope, exploring the spaces between practice, embodiment 

and location, spaces that are being used as a position from which to start to construct 

their own places and histories. My artwork ‘Møther’ (2007, included as an element of 

this thesis), aims to explore such under-researched spaces, those of the 

mother/pregnant/subject and the place of the (female) gendered artist. However, 

caution needs to be advised here to avoid essentialising, objectifying and 

universalising this position of ‘becoming mother’ with all women. As de Beauvoir has 

noted in her exploration of the contested position of the ‘woman writer’ in the 1940s, 

the ‘male’ writer adopts a universal positioned stance of ‘writer’ automatically. 

Meskimmon also highlights the dangers of applying a universalising status to the 

notion of the ‘woman artist’. 
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Women making art negotiated diverse socio-cultural, economic and temporal 
contexts, combining the complex categories of woman and artist in many different 
ways. Indeed, women’s access to art, and success within its remit, often 
depended upon contingencies of class, age, economic status, urban or rural 
locus and national, ethnic or racial origin factors which could brutally distinguish 
between women in terms of power and privilege. (Meskimmon, 2003: 14) 

During the divisive second wave feminist struggles of the 1970s the contested, 

universal, dualistic constructions of male and female were further challenged by the 

intersections of race and class (often thought to be to the detriment of the proposed 

unity of the emancipatory project of the feminist movement at that time). Meskimmon 

(2003: 14) suggests that in contrast to this dualism and its dangers of essentialism, 

the pivotal way to understand women’s art is through its histories, advocating 

however, the necessity to sever the link with historical positivism and linear history. 

As Pollock (1999) has noted, these reductive histories have been used to form the 

exclusionary, canonical traditions of art history, traditions, which have for too long 

negated the contributions made by female gendered artists to the field of art 

(Gombrich, 1970; Nochlin, 1971, CENSAPE 1998, Pollock 1999). As Meskimmon 

highlights in the statement above, the challenge to this situation is to find alternative 

ways to construct histories, histories that include the: 

…embodied situation of historical subjects…. working with histories as multiple, 
perspectival and dialogic, that dismantles the centre-periphery paradigm, 
enabling women’s art to be seen and heard in its own right sometimes for the first 
time. (Meskimmon, 2003: 14) 

Woman’s artwork, as Meskimmon has described, can powerfully mobilise the senses 

and the imagination in ways that written texts with their inherent dualistic structures 

can still find problematic. This lack of an inherent dualistic structure can be an 

artwork’s particular value. The significance of recording these art events by the 

written word becomes especially pertinent in reinforcing the premise that there are no 

totally objective and disembodied art historians, and therefore no immaterial and 

transparent histories (Meskimmon, 2003: 14). This makes a strong case for the 

importance of writing by women about women’s art, a kind of writing that can 

negotiate feminine spaces from the ‘place of the other’ and construct feminine 

histories, histories that legitimise this work in the field of art. 

 

2.6: Writing the performative feminine 

From Meskimmon’s perspective it seems that writing about women’s art, and with 

women’s art, has a performative function, in that the act of writing creates the 
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histories it speaks of. It is interesting here, to link the notion of the performative role of 

making gender specific art histories with Judith Butler’s (1990) description of the 

performative function of language in the creation of gender. Butler (1993) traces the 

problems caused by heterosexual hegemony in the construction of language, identity, 

and sexuality. She suggests that ‘sex is an ideal construct which is forcibly 

materialized through time’ (Butler, 1993: 1). Butler traces the root of the identification 

of the feminine with the body, back to its association with the womb and to the 

problems seen as inherent within reproduction and the language used to describe it. 

She describes how traditionally in ancient Greek philosophy ‘in reproduction women 

are said to contribute the matter and men, the form’ (Butler, 1993: 32). This therefore 

links the feminine with the body and the masculine with the more active/creative 

component of reproduction. Butler analyses the origins of Greek language used to 

underpin contemporary descriptions of matter and material in their different usage, 

suggesting that this is the starting point of ‘a gendered matrix that is at work in the 

constitution of materiality’ (ibid.). Here Butler is suggesting that the performance of 

language constructs identities; this is a complex linguistic problem that profoundly 

affects the construction of female identity. Butler also questions who is the subject 

that is constructing, performing and reinventing its self, querying the conservation and 

stability of these identities, raising the question of why the identity that is ‘knowingly’ 

constructed, is often regarded as more artificial and less permanent in character than 

one culturally materialised over time – such as the construction of ‘woman’ portrayed 

by the transvestite being seen as a travesty of a ‘real’ woman.  

 

Butler (1990) illustrates the power of language to create that which it names when 

she describes the midwife’s gendering of a child at birth, the pronouncement of ‘it’s a 

girl’ forms that gender which it names. This ‘girling’ then becomes reinforced by 

society and eventually becomes self-regulating and automatic. The complex 

transactions between the subject, the body and identity are pursued by Butler in 

‘Gender Trouble’ to a certain extent, and in more depth in ‘Bodies That Matter’ (1993). 

Butler’s conception of gender is radical in that it takes a Foucauldian model as a 

starting point and asserts that all identity categories ‘are in fact the effects of 

institutions, practices and discourses with multiple and diffuse points of origin’ 

(Butler,1990: ix). Butler initially analyses the work of Foucault adding a psychoanalytic 

perspective, adopting the position that there is no subject before or outside of the 

‘law’, and she proposes that subjects are discursively constructed, making the a case 

that: 
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…sex is, from the start, normative; it is what Foucault has called ‘a regulatory 
ideal’. In this sense then sex not only functions as a norm but is part of a 
regulatory practice that produces (through the repetition or iteration of a norm 
which is without origin) the bodies it governs, that is whose regulatory force is 
made clear as a kind of productive power, the power to produce – demarcate, 
circulate, differentiate – the bodies it controls… sex is an ideal construct which is 
forcibly materialised through time (Butler,1993: 1). 

Butler defines sex as an ideal construction reiterated over time, enhanced through the 

power of discourse. She suggests the gendered subject is grounded in a performative 

repetition of language that both creates and controls it. She implies that it is not the 

act or the performance that creates ‘that’ which it names, but the power of the 

repetition of dialogue to produce the thing itself. This created phenomena then 

becomes the ideal that it polices and controls, thereby developing a hegemonic 

position (1993:2). 

 

Butler proposes that bodies as we know them might only be able to exist within the 

constraints of highly gendered and regulated systems. Privileging certain types of 

bodies more than others raises the possibility of the ‘unthinkable and unbelievable’ 

body (Butler,1993: xi), this regulation could be said to apply for example to those 

bodies that do not fit into dualistic gender grouping, such as homosexual bodies, 

transgender bodies, or to a certain extent any bodies that are not heteronormative. 

Such divisions can be linked with the universal structuring of Cartesian identity, which 

can be strongly correlated to the ways in which gendered bodies in art have been 

portrayed before this period of questioning (Hobhouse, 1988).  

 

2.7: Establishing a feminine identity in other fields 

Grosz (1994) presents the case that over the past century the patriarchal stance 

taken by western philosophy has negated the position of the feminine and effectively 

silenced the female/feminine voice. Since the 1970’s Luce Irigaray has been an 

important contributor in the re-instatement of the voice of the feminine in philosophy, 

in a similar manner to the re-instatement of women artists into the history of art 

(Nochlin, 1973: Pollock, 1999). Irigaray, in her controversial key text ‘The Speculum 

of the Other Woman’ (1974) takes the patriarchal language of the history of 

philosophy and reinstates that which has been excluded, re-reading traditional 

philosophical texts from a feminist stance. She isolates the feminine as the ‘other’, the 

part that does not exist in the text, and chooses to re-write from that ‘disavowed’ 

position. As Butler points out ‘one cannot interpret the philosophical relation to the 
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feminine through the figures that philosophy provides’ (Butler, 1993: 37). Butler, here, 

claims the strength of Irigarary’s position is that she uses the language of traditional 

philosophy to ‘return to haunt and co-opt the very language from which the feminine is 

excluded’ (ibid).  

 

This notion of a feminine language is explored in Cixous (‘L’Ecriture Feminine’), and 

in the writing of Kristeva and Bracha Ettinger  (who, together along with Irigaray are 

often described as the mothers of poststructuralist feminist theory). Irigaray's work 

challenges ‘phallogocentrism’ and she puts forward the idea that society’s dualistic 

categories of man and woman, are in fact, just one single category, that of man, as he 

is constructed as the ‘universal referent’. Irigaray’s text ‘The Speculum of the Other 

Woman’ (first published in 1974) was considered so controversial in the academic 

world when published in the 1970s that it was a major factor in Irigaray losing her 

position at The University of Vincennes. Irigaray’s text aims to reveal a perceived 

masculine philosophy underlying language, and to counteract this she suggests the 

possibility of a ‘new’ feminine language, a language that would allow women to fully 

express themselves – (if only it could be spoken), this notion is further explored by 

Cixous in L’Ecriture Feminine.  Irigaray explains this notion of feminine voice within 

her wish to create a new disruptive form of feminine writing, to map this feminine 

other in language she focuses on the child’s pre-Oedipal stage, when experience and 

knowledge are based on sensuous bodily contact, primarily with the mother. Irigaray‘s 

position adopted here describes the time before the formation of formal language and 

the problems it causes for women by their slippage when entering into the symbolic 

world of dualism and lack, features that are inherent in normative linguistic structures.  

 

These theoretical positions are especially relevant to my choice of 
the pregnant mother/daughter female body as the subject in my art 
practice ‘Møther’ (2007) (which is analysed more fully in chapter 
five), the construction of the mother as ‘other’ chimes with a 
further important research interest of Irigaray's; the mother-
daughter relationship, a relationship which she considers to have been 
devalued in patriarchal society. My artwork specifically explores the 
construction of pregnant subjectivity, which is significant in the field 
of art as it destabalises the positions of the traditional gendered 
constructions of the artist and the subject, exploring the territory 
of the disavowed mother/artist duality within the framework of 
contemporary philosophy and art practice. 
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As Betterton (1996) notes during the process of representing the female body as an 

object, the male artist is able to re-enact an Oedipal separation of the mother from its 

child, if, however a woman artist is to depict the female body (especially a pregnant 

body), she must confront questions of likeness as well as difference, of proximity to, 

as well as detachment from, the maternal body. As Betterton notes, what is at stake 

here (for the woman artist depicting a pregnant woman), is a separation of the body of 

the artist from the body of the depicted woman. She suggests this a much easier 

transition for a male artist to make as the pregnant woman can be positioned as both 

‘object’ and ‘Other’.  

 
By locating my art practice around this neglected gender relationship, 
explored through the identity construction of the embodied pregnant 
body, I use the complexity of my position as a gendered 
artist/mother/grandmother to investigate the embodied experience of 
pregnancy, here I aim to illustrate how this event is (to a certain 
extent) re-lived through the corporeal, bodily identification of mother-
to-daughter-to-foetus as highlighted by the philosopher Young 
(2005). This gender specific analysis and research through my  
practice has, alongside the paradigm shift caused by my assimilation 
of theory, influenced the way in which I encourage and facilitate my 
sixth form college art students to explore and question their own 
gendered positions through their art practice (this is explored further 
in chapters five and six).  

 

2.8: The search for the feminine from a psychoanalytic 

perspective 

Many recent identity theorists have found psychoanalysis a useful tool for describing 

notions of the multi-layering of identification and subjectification that forms the person. 

In the 1930s Lacan theorised the process of identity and subjectification by using 

three related areas, the ‘imaginary’, the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘Real’. His theories were 

based on the earlier writing of Freud, who suggested that subjectivity cannot be 

understood by just analysing a rational, conscious subject, but involve the effect of 

the unconscious and the pre-conscious.  

 

Lacan (1989) describes in the ‘mirror stage’ of infant development, the way in which 

the child through the loss and return of its own reflection learns to come to terms with 
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the loss and return of the mother figure. This imaginary realm, where the child 

realises it is separate from the mother, is, Lacan suggests the beginning of the 

formation of the ego (a recently disputed category). Through the child’s identification 

with the other in its reflection, it learns to recognise and desire itself, through the 

splitting of the ‘I’ that looks and the ‘I’ that is seen. This theory is built on by Winnicott 

(cited in 1967, in Du Gay et al, 2000: 144) who further suggests that when an infant 

sees its own emotions reflected in its mother’s facial expression, it begins, from this 

reflected display of emotion, to construct its sense of self, through the perception and 

visual reflection of its moods which thereby help it to understand its own feelings.  

 

For Lacan and Winnicott, it seems that this initial stage of identity formation is not 

something that is already present within the infant, but something that comes from 

‘the place of the ‘Other’. The point of significance here, is that the process is one in 

which the subject is constituted from the outside, as Lacan states; ‘the mirror image 

situates the agency of the ego, before its social determination in a fictional direction’ 

(Lacan,1949: 45). The self as defined here can be seen as a constructed self that is 

‘Other’.  

 

This initial ‘mirror stage’ is preceded by Lacan’s multifaceted world of the ‘symbolic’ in 

which Lacan describes the ‘symbolic’ as the ‘Other’; this Other now describes culture; 

language, representation and ritual. The symbolic, is perceived at this stage to 

dominate the understanding of the child as it becomes immersed in the semiotic 

(phallic) laws of language; he or she now becomes a subject of language. Lacan 

adopts Saussure’s (1916) structuralist concepts of the sign and the signifier to 

describe how the meaning of a word depends on its relationship to the rest of the 

language system. This however is not without its problems as Lacan states: 

The definition of a signifier is that it represents a subject not for another subject 
but for another signifier. This is the only definition possible of the signifier as 
different from the sign. The sign is something that represents something for 
somebody, but the signifier is something that represents a subject for another 
signifier (Lacan,1972: 194). 

For Lacan meaning is described as a result of the relationship between the signifiers, 

not just the relationship between the signifiers and the signified. What is important to 

Lacan here is a loss or occlusion of meaning. It appears that there is always some 

slippage between the signified and the signifier. For example the signifier woman is 

always located in its dualistic linkage to the signifier man. The pejorative difference is 

inherent, a woman cannot be an independent sign, the signifier represents the subject 
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woman alongside another signifier man. This again can be linked with Derrida’s 

(1981) exploration of dualisms, where he describes binaries not as peaceful 

partnerships but functioning as a consequence of domination in a ‘violent hierarchy’ 

(p. 41).  

 

Lacan’s described ‘slippage’ complicates the clarity of the transmission of meaning 

through language. For Lacan the ‘Other’ of the woman is always lacking. When a 

child enters the symbolic stage as Irigaray also notes it looses some part of its pre-

symbolic existence. The occlusion of meaning enmeshed within the problematic 

structures (such as dualisms) inherent in language, can never quite capture the 

essence of what it is the child feels it wants to say. Visual art practices can to some 

extent be described as a short-circuit for some of these linguistic inadequacies (this is 

explored further in chapter five). 

 

I find Lacan’s third category of the ‘Real’ to be more difficult to describe than the 

realms of the imaginary or the symbolic. Lacan’s Real is it seems not only opposed to 

the imaginary but it is located beyond the symbolic. Unlike the symbolic, which is 

composed in terms of oppositions such as presence and absence, there is no 

absence in Lacan’s Real; it is always in its place. If the symbolic is a set of 

differentiated signifiers, the Real is in itself undifferentiated. The Real is constructed 

as that which is outside language: it is that which resists symbolisation completely. 

The Real is an impossible construct because it is unattainable, unimaginable and 

unable to be integrated into the symbolic order, and yet it remains in the background 

as the unachievable ideal. 

 

Atkinson (2002) describes Lacan’s Real as ‘a contingent encounter in which our 

frameworks of understanding are punctured’ (p. 132). To describe how this operates 

he uses the analogy of Peter Weir’s film the Truman Show (1998) to illustrate Lacan’s 

Real, describing Truman’s encounter with the actors and the set. He suggests that 

the character Truman has no mental frameworks to deal with the strange events that 

disrupt his comprehension of his symbolic order, the order that gives meaning to his 

existence. He cannot comprehend what the viewers already know about his life, that it 

is not what it seems (he is really part of a TV show and everything in his world is 

staged). The external world surrounds him behind a painted backdrop but he cannot 

recognise it, when he comes across elements of its artifice (a rip in this back-cloth), it 

punctures his known existence; it is an encounter with the Real; forever changing how 

he now views his previous existence. It seems that the Lacanian Real is that domain 
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that is greater than the symbolic order; when a subject is exposed to the Real it has 

the possibility of changing that subject’s symbolic construction of reality. Lacan’s 

conceptual tools have been used by many theorists to describe complex ideas such 

as identity construction, as described earlier in chapter 1, Atkinson (2002), uses 

Lacanian concepts to explore the discourses and practices of art education to 

describe the identity formation of art teachers and learners. 

 

Kristeva (1980) also combines a psychoanalytic approach within a semiotic 

framework that she names ‘semanalysis’ to investigate art, literature and music, and 

through this device she attempts to change the social order of their meaning. In 

semenalysis, Kristeva positions a body for the speaking subject, a body that is not 

nature, and which does not have a fixed identity. It is described as a Freudian body 

that is a site of drives, and it is depicted as a body that is not thought of in terms of its 

gender, but read through its infant identification with culturally differentiated roles. 

These early pre-linguistic roles are established Kristeva suggests, in relation to the 

sexually marked, and yet culturally differentiated, maternal and paternal bodies. 

Kristeva’s Oedipal narrative is played out within the presence of a fully formed 

symbolic system, with the repressed contents of the unconscious forming the 

‘difference’ of the child in its pre-linguistic state ready for its insertion into the 

symbolic, phallocentric linguistic system. Kristeva, here uses the cultural construction 

of the ‘woman’ making or portrayed in artwork to analyse signs of femininities’ 

structurally conditioned struggle with cultural phallocentrism. This is a further useful 

theory to apply to the artwork produced and analysed in Chapters four five and six. A 

similar approach to the repositioning of the deficit position in which woman artists are 

constructed in the analysis of art and its histories is built on by Pollock (1999), and 

later in the paradigm shift offered by Meskimmon (2003) when reviewing the writing of 

gendered art histories. These theories are used in the discussion and deconstruction 

of the position and work I have produced as a gendered artist-teacher and my artist-

students in chapters four, five and six. 

 

2.8.1: Embodiment 

The recent reinsertion of the body into the discourse of psychoanalytical art theory 

(Kristeava 1992, Pollock 1999, Meskimmon, 2003), opens new channels for 

contemporary embodied, gendered art work to be produced that provides gendered, 

multiple, embodied, perspectives, opening dialogues which have not been possible to 
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articulate in historic, phallocentric art traditions. This new gendered, embodied 

position to some extent allows a more fluid gender stance, that can enable other 

voices and positions to – in the words of Irigaray, ‘speak what cannot be spoken’ 

(1985). Sometimes such gendered, embodied artwork can appeal directly to the 

cognitive function of the senses (Meskimmon, 2003). Additionally, and it seems 

imperatively to me, that embodied, gender specific practice becomes legitimised 

through the discursive texts that record, explore, create and reiterate new areas of 

meaning within this territory (Meskimmon, 2003). The tied, reciprocal relationship 

between the written and the visual is especially relevant to this study. In my thesis the 

written analysis of my gender-specific, temporally located, embodied art practice is 

analysed both alongside the act of my gendered artist-teacher pedagogy, and through 

the written reflection on the art practice of my students, practice that includes issues 

of gendered identity construction relating to their lived experience. The dialogue I aim 

to open here creates and records a performative, reflective, perspectival description 

of the layered meaning, situated within the complexity of the construction of a 

gendered embodied, temporally located artist-teacher. As Stronach and Maclure 

(1997) advocate in their application of a ‘postmodern embrace’ in the field of 

educational research, in the hope of opening up connections between fields of 

practice one has to commit a kind of ‘infidelity to the protocols of educational 

research’ (Stronach and Maclure, 1997: 4). This is accomplished by the introduction 

of further complexity into what educational research would generally rather simplify. 

By employing this postmodern practice, in the words of Derrida, one can hope to 

avoid the ‘violent hierarchies’ (1976: 41) that dualistic certainty often imposes, 

allowing ambiguous voices and the strategic uncertainty of multiple positions that 

compete to be heard to surface.  

 

The construct of the gendered artist-teacher is an interesting focus of study at this 

particular temporal location, in exploring how these contested constructs of gender 

now intersect the deconstructed field of art and of art education.  

 

As a gendered female art student in the 1970s I was aware of the 
discordance caused by my affiliation to the subject matter I was 
studying, and I felt somewhat alienated from the process of 
becoming an artist on a number of levels. First, most of the staff at 
the northern mill-town art-college in which I did my Foundation 
Course were male, and second the subject matter of much of the art 
I was asked to study objectified the female as subject thereby 
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implicitly placing the male as artist and myself as the object of art. I 
remember a feeling of unease and of not ‘belonging’ during the art 
history lectures, but nothing that I could put into words. I felt 
here in this environment I, as a female student, was regarded in some 
ways as a transient artist. I was treated as if I were somehow 
temporary, or just‘ ‘playing the game’ of being an artist – with few 
obvious female role models to follow, or no serious belief in my 
abilities fostered to actually become an artist. The popular 
(unspoken) view at this time, in this institution, seemed to be that 
female students could become art teachers, or take up art as a 
hobby or a pastime until they got married and had children. During my 
Foundation Art course, I was not taught any art theory or cultural 
theory, our only set reading was Gombrich’s ‘The Story of Art’ 
(1950), which didn’t contain any references to women as artists.  
 
I remember creating a series of paintings as this time at the age of 16, 
where I depicted a series of naked female forms copied from a 
reader’s wives section of a soft porn magazine. The domestic, naked 
female forms, who appeared in this magazine with black tape across 
their eyes I used as subjects of my artwork. I merged these figures 
onto coloured samples of domestic wallpaper. I could not articulate 
their meaning in words at this time, but I felt my work was 
something compulsive, powerful and exciting… and yet I didn’t show it 
to my tutors, I created my work secretly. Looking back I can see 
these images were a response to my position as a female artist, both 
in relation to the position adopted by the universal (male) artist, and 
the female status of the artist’s model; and the growing feeling of 
the imposed cultural expectation on me to play a limited domestic 
role. 

 

I will now further consider the historical construction of female gendered artist-

teachers identities in the UK. 

 

 2.9: The historical construction of female artist-teacher 
identities 

Art in the west has been defined by a canon that provides a standard by which new 

work is judged, for instance; key texts such as Gombrich’s The Story of Art, first 

published in 1950, are still required reading for many undergraduate art students 50 

years later. This text as discussed above was a set text for my art foundation course 
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in the 1970s, and indeed Gombrich stated it was written with a teenage reader in 

mind (1970: 3). Texts such as this, which include only male gendered artists, have 

helped to establish a normative canon of male western artists in education, and are 

symptomatic of the way in which women and artists of non-western ethnicities have 

been marginalised in UK art education over the past five decades. As Meecham 

notes even the National Curriculum:  

…does nothing to undo the structures that hold in place received opinion which 
argues that women’s art is derivative and not innovative enough to gain a place in 
the canon defined in a masculine culture…a hard paradigm to shift. (1996: 74) 

 

Pen Dalton (2001) uses a Marxist reading intersected with gender analysis to 

investigate British art education. She focuses her attention on the art education of 

working class girls through three significant moments in modernist art education: the 

late nineteenth century, a period when art education was first beginning to be taught 

to working class girls in significant numbers; the mid twentieth century, an era when 

great investment and expansion was prevalent in art education; finally, Dalton also 

identifies international movements in art education since 1980, suggesting that this is 

when art education begins to embrace aspects of the contemporary and the feminine. 

In each of these periods Dalton examines the social, economic and cultural events 

from which art education was taking its prevailing meanings and values, which is in 

contrast to the universalising art educational history related by Macdonald (1970). 

Dalton suggests that while grand narratives such as modernism have shaped art 

education, it has equally been shaped by ‘hidden private and overlooked 

contingencies such as gender, Oedipal power structures and class’ (2001:3). Dalton 

proposes that it is in these unconsciously transmitted ideologies that accompany 

pedagogic practices that gender difference is constructed, contending that art 

education is assuming an increasingly ‘feminised’ identification. This feminisation she 

proposes corresponds to other western forms of culture and employment such as 

those highly regulated practices found within the service industries, arguing that 

modernist art education continues to be:  

…a complex of gendered discursive practices: saturated through with masculine 
and feminine divisions and hierarchies which in turn produce gendered identities 
as hierarchical and working class girls as subordinate, ready to assume 
subordinate positions in wider social and economic culture. (Dalton, 2001: 8) 

Dalton proposes the working class girls’ experience of the modernist art curriculum is 

played out alongside a hidden curriculum of gender hierarchies. I can find examples 

of these practices in my own experience, for example in the non-spoken gender 
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norms being transmitted to me both during my school experience of art and design 

and as a student of art during my art foundation course in the 1970s. This subtle 

messaging can be traced through the unconscious transmitting of gender hierarchies 

in the Western canon of art during my initial teacher training. My pejorative position as 

a gendered female artist was transmitted to me on many subtle and unspoken levels 

resulting in my feeling that the only openings for me as a young trainee artist in the 

1970s were to become a teacher of art or to use my art as a hobby or pastime. This 

just seemed to me at the time ‘how things were’. Retrospectively I can now see I 

would have had to posses both the self-belief in my abilities to succeed in the art 

world (with no real female role models or parental interest in the arts) and I would 

have to be able to articulate the arguments to confront and push against this 

(unspoken) gender stereotyping in order to succeed outside these limited openings.   

 

As Bourdieu (1987), has noted hierarchies are unconsciously reproduced in the 

unquestioning reception and repetition of accepted knowledge within the ‘cultural 

capital’ of art, alongside the arts reiterative ‘cultural reproduction’ in the repeated 

class, race and gender norm distinctions that it re-enforces. This is intensified if 

Gramsci’s (1971) theories of hegemonic acceptance of the received norms within 

institutions are also applied to Dalton’s subject. If cultural reproduction is applied to 

this situation, and these positions are then accepted as impartial or neutral, they 

become to be seen to be representative of everybody without reference to class, race 

or gender, which further compounds and embeds the problem.  

 

According to Dalton (2001), a further hidden connoisseurship is in operation in the 

‘modernist’ art department, where working class girls are trained in taste as future 

consumers and not given access to the work of contemporary women artists that deal 

with issues of identity as role models (e.g. Cindy Sherman, Tracy Emin and Mona 

Hartoum). Thus she suggests further limiting their chances of taking up art as a 

career choice, making it less likely for working class girls to identify with art as a 

possible route for further study in higher education. I feel Dalton’s position on this 

latter factor is now changing. From my own recent experience at the sixth form 

college in which I teach, the majority of our art and design students are female, with 

many coming from socially disadvantaged and economically challenged ‘non/working 

class’ backgrounds (many of our students are in receipt of Educational Maintenance 

Allowance). A great number of these students are now progressing to art foundation 

courses, and many of these female students advance to arts based HE courses. It is 

interesting to note however, that a lack of funding during the foundation year of 
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training affects many of this group of students negatively, with some reporting leaving 

their non-funded foundation courses to take up work; those who if finance could have 

been be found, would otherwise have continued their training. Dalton (2001) however, 

writing in the 1990s describes the art education of ‘working class’ girls as being 

devalued, suggesting how, during this time, increasingly their female art teachers role 

had also become ‘feminised’ with a growing lack of autonomy evident through 

external pressure from the government’s National Curriculum and the demands of the 

examination boards, In Dalton’s view the pedagogic position here becomes more like 

that of a service worker and therefore becomes professionally devalued. On this latter 

point, I can to some extent agree with Dalton’s position, where my experience of 

teaching art in the sixth form college can be described as in danger of becoming a 

growing a treadmill of exam demands with ‘assessment for learning’ becoming more 

akin to ‘learning for assessment’. I find the spaces for artist-learner autonomy, and 

student agency becoming less available as management structures demand more 

accountability through micro-auditing and the surveillance of students and staff. 

 

It is relevant here, to compare Dalton’s suggested hypothesis of the feminisation of 

the art curriculum with the recent DFES gender and education research that focuses 

on the perceived ‘gender gap’ that has developed between the achievement of boys 

and girls in English schools. With girls now achieving significantly better scores in 

most subject areas, it notes that: ‘the largest gender differences (a female advantage 

of more than ten percentage points on those gaining an A*-C GCSE) are for the 

Humanities, the Arts and Languages’ (DFES, 2007:2). The study observes that 10% 

more female students stay in education after the age of sixteen, and that now 54% of 

A level entries are female. This is in contrast to the 1950s and 1960s where only a 

third of A level entries were from females, with girls now outperforming boys in terms 

of A grades at A level, a significant change over the past ten years (2007: 3). 

 

This DFES study also notes the declining numbers of male teachers in both primary 

and secondary schools since the 1970s, with 84% of primary schools teachers now 

being female, and 56% of staff in secondary schools are female. This ratio has 

become increasingly accentuated over the past thirty years (2007: 8). I suspect that 

the percentage of female teachers is much higher in art departments, as the majority 

of new recruits in teacher training PGCE Art and design courses are now female. For 

example the London Institute of Education PGCE Art and design intake for 2007/8 is 

73%, female (IoE Statistics), and Goldsmiths College PGCE Art and Design intake for 

2007/8 69% female (Goldsmiths statistics). With the gender divide for most other 
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PGCE art courses generally estimated to be running at a similar ratio of 70% female 

to 30% male intake (NSEAD statistics). The 2007 DFES research hypothesises: ‘that 

the gender mix of teachers could play a role in the observed gender gap in attainment 

but this has been difficult to measure and there is no strong evidence to date that this 

is the case’ (DFES, 2007: 8). My own experience of the gender divide in the staff of 

art department at the sixth form college has (at the time of writing) a 1:5 ratio of male 

to female staff, with a further female member of staff recently employed to teach 

design technology.  

 

There has however been a history of gender discrimination in British schools, as 

Chitty (2007:86) has pointed out that the eleven plus selection exam of the 1950’s 

often discriminated against female students, with many local education authorities 

operating a quota system to limit the numbers of girls passing the eleven plus. This 

was explained using the accepted theory of the time that girls matured earlier than 

boys, and therefore some of the marginally failing boys, with lower scores than some 

of the higher scoring girls, would be allocated grammar school places at the girls’ 

expense. Perhaps this more recent gender gap in attainment is not a new 

phenomenon, but merely indicates that girls are now reaching their optimum 

performance where this could have previously been masked by strategies such as 

these. Interestingly, Chitty also argues that deterministic reasoning with its roots in 

eugenics that has been used to measure intelligence has profoundly influenced the 

structuring and division of the English educational system, promoting frameworks that 

have been used as a basis on which to measure the performance and aptitude of 

generations of pupils. This has been to the detriment of many, and has encouraged 

teachers to form their pedagogic identities based around teaching within these 

predetermining limits – with divisions evident in the terms such as ‘the gifted and 

talented, the struggling and the just average’ all still listed in the 2005 White Paper 

(DFES, 2005: 20).   

 

It is important to note the complexity of the causal effect that this evidence has on 

both student attainment and its affect on the construction and limitation of pedagogic 

identities, however these are notoriously difficult to prove. However, as the 2007 

DFES research notes: ‘while gender does independently predict attainment, the social 

class gap has greater explanatory power and for some groups, ethnicity is also a 

more important factor than gender’ (DFES 2007: 9). The complexity of these 

intersections needs to be taken into account, and whereas for example the 

intersection of gender and ethnicity may affect the outcomes for Black-Afro-Caribbean 
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boys differently from Black Afro-Caribbean girls, more detailed and extensive 

research is needed to ascertain the nuanced complexity of the causes of these 

differences. 

  

By using the intersections of gender and class within art education Dalton (2001) 

considers the position of the gendered subject of the working class girl within the 

realm of art. Observing the cumulative effects of the earlier discourses of the 

European Enlightenment and notions of Romanticism and Classicism that still impact 

on contemporary art education, noting the social conditions such as the public and 

private divisions of labour that have impacted on the nineteenth century working 

practices of men and women. These earlier discourses have in turn affected the 

organisation of a gendered curriculum for art education; with separate spheres 

encouraged in art for male and females based on the genteel decorative arts for girls, 

and a more industrially based art for boys. This division still follows through in 

students’ current subject choices within the arts. For example in the sixth form college 

in which I teach, textile art is still almost an exclusively a female choice at A Level, 

and graphic design A Level generally has more males than females selecting it as a 

choice, A level design technology is also still heavily male populated. It is interesting 

to note that when I was a pupil at a mixed secondary school in the 1970s, I could not 

select to study woodwork, metalwork or technical drawing, while male students could 

not select needlework. These divisions still linger at my sixth form college despite all 

subjects choices now being open to all students, with design technology and graphic 

design still remaining more male dominated subjects than textiles and fine art despite 

their open access. 

 

By critically reading Macdonald’s 1970s text about the history of art education, I am 

able to trace the positioning of the female art student during the last century in Britain. 

The affiliation of the feminine with the decorative and fine arts (such as needle work 

and painting in watercolours), it appears, was built on by the burgeoning numbers of 

the new leisured, middle class young women in the mid-nineteenth century, women 

who did not have to work, and who were encouraged to take up art as an 

accomplishment. In most of the new government sponsored art schools set up during 

this era under the leadership of Henry Cole, young women students greatly 

outnumbered the male students. For example, in Liverpool School of Art, at the turn 

of the 19th century, the general art class advertised to young men was closed, as not 

enough men applied to fill it, however the female applicants were so numerous they 

had to be split into two classes to accommodate them (Macdonald, 1970). The fees 
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raised from these young middle-class women were invaluable to the art schools 

survival, as well as the extra money these female students raised in the making and 

selling of ‘fancy work’ for fund-raising bazaars.  

 

The female students at art schools in the late nineteenth century were taught a 

different curriculum and separated from the male students, not being allowed the 

same privileges, such as access to a life model until as late as 1893 (Macdonald, 

1970: 175). The students in these schools of art were divided into three groups: the 

art-masters-in-training, the designers-in-training, and the general students. Women 

formed the bulk of the latter category and these female students made up nine-tenths 

of the art school population; female students could register and stay on courses 

indefinitely, practising in areas of art such as watercolour landscape ‘without the 

tedium of the more disciplinary method laid down in the art directory’. (Macdonald, 

1970:174-175). However, it is noteworthy that while national prizes were being 

offered in art school competitions, female students often became very accomplished 

during their long studentships, winning many of these prizes, adding to the prestige 

and standing of these establishments. I find it interesting to make a link here, to the 

way that I still perceived my role as a female art student in the 1970s as being more 

unstable and contingent than the positions adopted by the male art students in my 

year, could this be a patriarchal stain still remaining from this historical gender bias 

reported by Macdonald? 

 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (as detailed above) an 

increasing interest and validation of the field of art education became evident. A 

growing acceptance of a child’s view of the world and the subsequent representation 

of the child’s imagination as a valid art form followed. This shift changed the 

emphasis from the child perceived as a deficit-model-in-need-of-instruction in 

drawing, to the growing acceptance of the artistic exploration and validation of a 

child’s experience of their world constructs, creating the possibility of the artist-

learner. The validity of the artist-learner in education, (rather than the pupil as 

constructed in a deficit position), was championed in the early twentieth century by 

the educationalist Marion Richardson, through her association with both the 

philosophy of the critic Roger Fry and art educationalist Franz Cizek. Richardson is 

an early interesting example of an artist-teacher who aimed to arouse pupils’ visual 

awareness through breaking with the tradition of copying to gain technical skills. 

Richardson who trained as an artist, became a teacher, and then refined her 

philosophy of art education through her pedagogical research. All this was 
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accomplished whilst she was engaged in her own active theoretical learning, being 

influenced through her association with contemporary art theorists such as Fry. As 

Richardson was pioneering a change in art education through writing articles and 

training teachers, she was still maintaining a pedagogic commitment in which she 

explored her educational philosophy through action research. Richardson could be 

described as an interesting early model of a highly achieving artist-teacher, aligning 

herself with contemporary artistic practice and theory.  

 

2.10: The contemporary constructions of gendered artist-

teacher identities 

Through tracing the genealogy of UK art education discourses, contemporary art 

educational historians such as Pen Dalton (2001) aim to investigate the underlying 

power structures and the positioning of the artist-subject within these contexts. In 

situating herself as a female working-class art educationalist, Dalton aims to expose 

the hegemonic structures at work within art education from the position of the ‘Other’ 

of the disempowered working-class woman. Dalton advocates that the modernist art 

education prevalent in the English secondary school curriculum over the last forty 

years has ‘not only been concerned with educating artists but […] plays a part in 

shaping the identities of working class women as subordinate’ (Dalton, 2001, 1991: 

1). In her survey of art education since the late nineteenth century, she proposes that 

while art education has been formed to some extent by being reactive to the explicit 

grand narratives such as modernism, she proposes that an undercurrent or hidden 

curriculum is present that creates gender difference in the non-explicit, non-conscious 

pedagogic practices, practices that are often overlooked in research; such as the 

gendering of the received canon of artists that students are exposed to during their 

training, and the effect of the Oedipal organisation of power in the everyday structures 

of educational establishments. Dalton further investigates how these structures and 

practices are important to the production of gendered identities in art education.  

 

The position adoped by Dalton can be compared to Atkinson’s (1999) pedagogic 

identity construction. Atkinson uses models of Lacanian and Foucaldian analysis of 

subjectification to describe the formation of subjectivities and identities within the 

institutions of art education; both within initial teacher education and in the classroom, 

suggesting that the ‘National Curriculum for art invokes a particular construction of 

practice in which pupils’ ability is defined’ (1999:107). Atkinson advocates that we de-
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hegemonise traditional attitudes to practice and representation in art education by 

using contemporary theories of subjectivity, difference and identity.  Examples of 

these kinds of practice can be found in the student case studies discussed in chapter 

six, here students have been encouraged to explore issues arising from their 

gendered lived experiences as the driving concept of their artwork. These case 

studies are discussed and located alongside an example of my art practice, which 

explores issues of gender and theory attached to the visualisation of the embodied 

pregnant body. Informed choices of gendered, issues based work can significantly 

disrupt the received hegemonic canon of historical western art that is often presented 

to students, introducing female students to contemporary practices that provide 

positions from which they can articulate and ‘give voice’ to their lived, gendered 

experience. 

 

Atkinson recommends that as art teachers ‘our understanding of these issues 

provides the opportunity to formulate a curriculum for art in which concepts such as 

difference and identity challenge us to provide a new framework for practice’ (1999: 

113). Here Atkinson notes that by applying the concept of ‘difference’ as never fixed 

and final, but as a process of questioning and negotiation, it is possible to query many 

of the hegemonic practices that are a naturalised part of UK art education – practices 

such as an over reliance on skills based work and a resourced based curriculum, and 

an over attachment to photographic realism with students being provided with a 

limited canon of historically located, white, male artists as role models etc. In taking 

this stance Atkinson also questions the assessment of visual images using words, 

highlighting the losses or spaces that occur between the assessment discourses and 

pupils’ practice, proposing that art teachers need to be aware of this difference when 

viewing artwork that challenges the limits of their understanding realising that a 

universal standard cannot be applied to assess it. This relativism however, can cause 

uncertainty that, as identified earlier can be challenging to established, formulaic, 

pedagogic structures. The ATS scheme, as I aim to demonstrate in this thesis can act 

as a catalyst to question static modes of pedagogy that have become the established 

norm in many art departments. 

 

By having read more widely and thinking and questioning many of the 
hegemonic, static structures that are operational within the art 
educational practices in the sixth form college in which I teach. I 
find that I now often challenge my own previous practice as a 
teacher, questioning procedures that are institutionally accepted as 
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‘good practice’ or ‘what the Exam Board expects’, such as challenging 
the institutional practice of having to show ‘good’ examples of 
observational drawing (rather than using photography or written 
observations where these are more relevant etc) to secure an A grade, 
or challenging the practice of working within a temporally linear exam 
based structure of observation, critical study, idea development and 
final work. I find I now often challenging my own understanding of 
what can be included in contemporary practice (this is discussed in 
further depth in chapters four and six). I now aim to respect the 
position/voice of the students as artists by building their confidence 
in their own ability to articulate this and through exposing them to 
the wider community of contemporary art practice. Operating within 
this level of reflectivity is not always comfortable, and can create 
uncertainty and feelings of dissonance and alienation. This can result 
in frequently questioning or being questioned by colleagues and in 
some cases challenging long held positions. I found the 
reconstructed artist-teacher identity in a state of flux, initially 
created feelings of unease, as I assimilated new knowledge during my 
MA course, reassessing my philosophy of art education in respect of 
my newly adopted theory and practice, and I noted the problems this 
caused in starting to apply my paradigm shift to the pedagogic 
situation within my institution.  

 

Feelings of uncertainty were also reported by LJMU MA artist-teachers when 

developing their own practice and working outside of their ‘comfort zone’ (Adams, 

2003; Hyde, 2004). This challenge to practice through the extension of their own skills 

and theoretical understanding, can sometimes also lead to a questioning of long-held 

views. This can be examined from a psychoanalytical stance when viewing the artist-

teachers’ confrontation with contemporary practice as an encounter that punctures 

the symbolic with the ‘Real’. This challenge to the symbolic can in some cases 

threaten the long-held personal and pedagogic practices, questioning the stable, fixed 

artist-teacher identity and creating a state of flux during reconstruction.  My initial 

research suggests that the MA ATS students often report some resistance to change 

in the first instance and feelings of ‘melancholia’ experienced at the loss of past, safer 

forms of practice (Butler, 1997; Atkinson, 2002). The concept of melancholia used in 

this way could be described as a nostalgic longing for familiar former practices. My 

initial research also found beginning artist-teachers on first stage ATS courses 

frequently requested traditional practical workshops to enable them to revisit and 

work in ways in which they felt comfortable to re-establish their artist identities, as 

many felt unsure of contemporary practice and theory (Hyde, 2004; Galloway, 2006).  
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The discomfort of assimilating new artist-teacher identities was less prevalent during 

later stage of artist-teacher courses, with many more MA artist-teachers embracing 

new art practice and theory, and reporting the application of these within their 

pedagogy. On the LJMU MA programme many participants changed their own 

practices significantly in the later stages of their course (Adams, 2003, Hyde 2004; 

Galloway, 2006). This change of practice at LJMU was partly due to participant’s 

exposure to the ‘New Technologies and Contemporary Practices’ module, which was 

run as an element of the course. However, many of the MA participants continued to 

adopt new and different practices as part of their final show, despite the fact that this 

was not required as an element of their work for this module. It is interesting to note 

that many of these participants were female and most were over thirty. Perhaps this 

adoption of new practices could also partly be due to this demographic group not 

experiencing the same amount of access to emerging digital technologies as the male 

MA participants of the same age, or the younger female students (Plant 1997; Malloy, 

2003).  

 

This over-thirty female demographic group is similar to that which delivers the art 

curriculum in the majority of British secondary schools (Dalton, 2001). This raises the 

questions as to whether the participant’s encounter with contemporary practice, 

and/or working with new technologies could begin to change the personal art practice 

and artistic identities of this demographic group of teachers, and raises further 

questions as to how this, then affects the way that they deliver the art curriculum? 

There is the possibility that the ATS MA course, (as it was delivered in Liverpool at 

that time), could have been a means to significantly change the art practices and 

theoretical understanding of this demographic group. This study aims, by the means 

of an in- depth autobiographical study, to find out to what extent this was the case, 

and how this affects the re-construction of gendered artist-teacher identities, 

identifying to what extent this impacts on pedagogic practice, and subsequent student 

practice.  

 

2.11: Power institutions and identity 

Operating within an educational institution such as a sixth form college I am aware of 

the competing power structures that regulate and control how I operate as an artist-

teacher and to a great extent control what I am able to teach to my students, ranging 
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from government directives, exam board regulations, college management, art 

department management and traditional art practices. Much of Foucault’s work 

investigates the formation of subjectivity within power structures found in social 

institutions, this has been useful in starting to unravel some of the hidden and 

institutionalised behaviours that have become normalised. Foucault’s theories have 

started to address the way in which aspects of subjection are constructed within these 

social structures and institutions. Much of his work, although set in prisons and 

hospitals, can be applied to the structures that exist in educational institutions such as 

schools and colleges. Foucault (1977) makes an analogy between Jeremy Bentham’s 

‘Panoptican’ Victorian prison design (where one unseen officer can watch over all the 

prisoners), and the structures of surveillance adopted in contemporary society. 

Foucault suggests that constant visual surveillance (power-knowledge) replaces 

earlier forms of control evident in the regimes of legal torture and public executions. 

This notion of ‘power-knowledge’ can, to a certain extent, be applied to the constant 

surveillance, assessment and review in which teachers and pupils construct their 

pedagogic identities in the UK state educational system today. For Foucault 

knowledge is always a form of power.  But as Foucault wisely notes, power always 

meets with resistance… for example, Atkinson’s recent inaugural professorial lecture 

entitled ‘Pedagogy Against the State’ (Atkinson, 2008) addressed resistance to state 

intervention in art education, thereby issuing a mode of pedagogical cultural 

resistance to the hegemonic state control of art education, and to the subsequent 

reduction of education by the state. 

 

Foucault’s theories have been drawn upon and extended by Butler in her work ‘The 

Psychic Life of Power’ (1997). In this text she uses Foucault’s position of power 

structures as a starting point, adding to this the proposal that although external power 

dominates, and to some extent forms the identity of the subject as Foucault has 

described, she further advocates that power also forms reflexivity. Butler states that 

the formation of subjectivity always involves an unconscious that is repressed, and 

that is situated beyond the imaginary and the Lacanian symbolic orders (1989). She 

advocates that rather than power being internalised, there is a complex symbiosis 

between reiteration and performance, where the subject is compelled to repeat the 

norms that produced it. She gives a critical analysis of subjection as involving the way 

that: ‘regulatory power maintains subjects in subordination by producing and 

exploiting the demand for continuity, visibility and place’ (Butler, 1997: 29). This is an 

interesting theory to apply to the dissonance felt by the redefined artist-teacher 

operating within the pedagogic situation of the regulatory assessment structures, 
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structures that demand adherence to criteria and ways of working that do not mirror 

many of the art practices and theory within which much contemporary art is situated 

(this situation is explored in more depth in the personal case study in chapter four).  

 

Butler considers the way in which psychic life is generated by the social operation of 

power, and how that power is concealed from the ‘psyche’, but acted out in the 

conscience. She outlines the occurrence of the ‘double bind’ associated with the 

formation of the emancipated subject, putting forward the notion of the subject as a 

‘temporal paradox’ where one must loose sight of the already formed subject in order 

to account for one’s own becoming. An example of this disassembling and 

reconstruction of identity can be found in the sixth form 

student artwork ‘The Wedding Dress Project’, 

(analysed fully in chapter six) where the construct of 

the bride is explored. In this work the accepted 

western notions of the bride have been disassembled 

and reconstructed in a performance that is full of 

contradictions. The concept of the ‘becoming’ bride is 

lost and reformed from a variety of ambiguous 

perspectives that are acted out within the same 

performance, as the artist-learner orchestrates the 

model/subject to perform the contested roles of the 

contemporary bride, interacting with the disassembled 

object of the bride’s symbolic apparel in a 

deconstruction of marriage. 

 

 Images from Louise’s film 
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Again analogies can be drawn between Butler’s positioning of subjectivity within the 

continuous act of becoming, and Deleuze and Guttari’s (1997) description of the 

becoming-woman and becoming-girl. Becoming is used here as a description of 

identity formation as a process of flux and change, described by Deleuze and Guttari 

in their description of the forming of the identity of the girl as: 

…certainly not defined by virginity; she is described by a relation of movement 
and rest, speed and slowness, by a combination of atoms, an emission of 
particles: haecceity. She never ceases to roam upon a body without organs. She 
is an abstract line, or line of flight. Thus girls do not belong to an age group, sex, 
order or kingdom: they slip in everywhere between orders acts, ages and sexes; 
they produce n molecular sexes on the line of flight in relation to the dualism 
machines they cross right through (1997: 276). 

In this construct of the girl Deleuze and Guttari imply the important point of reference 

is not a fixed idea of the gendered subject (as described in the initial dictionary 

definition of identity discussed earlier), but like de Beauvoir famously noted before 

them, the journey of the becoming woman. Deleuze and Guttari’s fluid construction of 

the female subject can be seen as a challenge to the historic dualistic categorisation 

of the sexes, and it creates a degree of tension between the poststructuralist and 

postmodern positioning of the female subject, chiming with Butler’s (1990) notion of 

gender perfomativity. 

 

2.12: Summary 

This chapter presented a theoretical exploration into the formation of identity in the 

work of theorists from different fields and their application to the construct of the artist-

teacher, with special reference to gender and art education. Through exploring the 

fields of identity construction I have described how the once firmly held, naturalised 

beliefs and categories relating to identity construction existing in western society are 

now much more likely to be contested as they have become challenged and 

destabilised. By questioning constructions of identity through science and language 

and through an analysis of the constructions of identity in psychoanalytic readings, I 

have noted the challenges these posed to traditional notions of stable, self-

perpetuating positions that the unconscious was assumed to take at the centre of 

much post-Cartesian Western metaphysics. This challenge to the stability of the 

power of the unconscious has been further explored through the fields of 

psychoanalytically nuanced cultural studies and feminism. In assessing how these 

theories interrelate, and how can I make use of them to understand the phenomenon I 
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am investigating, I have discussed the analysis and postmodern deconstruction of 

identity theory, a field that has grown enormously during the last three decades. This 

could be said to correlate with the increasing complexity, plurality and diversity of the 

social contexts in which gendered artist-teachers live and work within the gendered 

field of art and art education. With the escalating application of post-structural 

theories of the de-centred and fragmented self any vestige of an essential, universal 

notion of self has been abandoned. The self it is always a social construction that 

involves a shifting matrix of interrelated factions of practice, ideology and power.  

 

There has been a paradigm shift in identity theory since the 1980s when postmodern 

theory destabilised many fields of knowledge production, resulting in a distancing 

from the grand narratives of the construction of identity towards a more historical 

understanding of the specific forms of personhood that individuals acquire in their 

affiliation and involvement with institutions. Rorty’s text of ‘Persons and Personae’ 

(1988) can be used as an example of how the concept of the person is now strongly 

linked to their institutional and social settings, and how it is important to contextualise 

and historicise this construct, recognising the specificity of the circumstances. This 

has been important to this study as it contextualises the later theories of ‘situated 

learning’, networking and interlinking of identity formation within ‘communities of 

practice’ (Wenger 1999) as applied to describe the artist-teacher situated within the 

wider field of art in chapter one. 

 

Tensions still exist between the different and complex readings of identity, ranging 

from the ‘thick’ layering of psychoanalytical identity theory, to the ‘thinner’ readings of 

identity formed by both historical genealogies and the contextual readings of identity 

that subjects acquire when passing through social institutions (such as educational 

establishments) (Redman, 2002: 4). More contextual approaches emphasised the 

importance of the descriptive and the narrative in the construction of the personhood 

a subject acquires when passing through these more peripheral locations of identity 

formation, bringing to the fore the place of the author. Tensions also prevail between 

feminist theories of gendered identity construction and post-structural theory, that 

seeks to dissolve and render fluid the concept of self, raising further questions as to 

the possibility of maintaining any stable concept of ‘woman’ as a point of reference. 

As Nye (1988) has stated, however: ‘there must be a centre from which to begin 

weaving feminist theory, a foothold from which to take on meaning and strength 

(1988: 4). Is it possible to keep those parts of Enlightenment philosophy that appear 

to serve feminism or should the postmodern theorist now, as Habermas suggests, 
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‘declare the whole project of modernity a lost cause…?’ (1985:9).  Derrida proposes a 

way forward within this conundrum by arguing that it is possible by ‘re-reading and re 

interpreting…to raise new questions…disturb stereotypes and good consciences, and 

to complicate or rework, for a changed situation’ (1994: 34), proposing that with 

deconstruction it is possible to newly consider the complexity found within a re-

contextualisation of original texts that raise new sets of questions. For example 

poststructural feminist art historians such as Pollock (1999), suggest ‘reading against 

the grain’ of art histories, through the insertion of a feminine voice to destabilise their 

hegemonic binary structures.   

 

The aim within this thesis is to felt together aspects of these different layers to provide 

a narrative description of the identity formation of a contemporary gendered artist 

teacher through lived experience. Initially the base layer of this felt is formed of an 

analysis of the thinner yet broader layer of the genealogy of the artist-teacher in the 

institutional, and social context (chapter one). Placed above this layer is the thicker, 

dense layered reading of the formation of an autobiographical narrative of gendered 

artist-teacher identity construction through practice and theory (chapters four five and 

six). These chapters use a range of theoretical positions and perspectives to 

contextualise gender and embodiment, giving voice to the ‘Other’ of both the 

constructs of the female artist-teacher, and the constructs of the gendered artist-

learners.  

 

A further discussion of the methodology and the method adopted for this for this 

strategy can be found in chapter three.  
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Chapter 3: Research methodology:  

3.1: Introduction 

The specificity of the embodied presence of the gendered artist-teacher/artist-learner 

is a central theme in my research. The methodology employed in this research fits 

into an interpretive paradigm, which uses mainly ethnographic and feminist/gender 

theory. To collect the data for this study I have utilised:  questionnaires, interviews, 

case studies, an autobiographic narrative life history and documentary study, I have 

also included art practice as both evidence and research (this is included through 

DVD film and photography of art work). The overarching aim of the research is to 

document and interrogate the effects that being a participant of the LJMU MA ATS 

have had on my own practice and theoretical understanding. My participation on this 

course could be described as acting as a catalyst in precipitating changes to my art 

practice and ‘giving voice’ to my theoretical understanding and positioning as a 

female-gendered artist-teacher. My art practice and the practice of my six-form A 

Level Art students, is positioned as an intervention into the hegemonic art practices of 

the past.  I seek evidence of the effects of these changes longitudinally. 

In each of the following sections I have:  

•  outlined the method used,  

•  explained why it is appropriate,  

•  and outlined what it may reveal. 

3.2: Method 

3:2.1 Pilot study 

This study consists of pilot research into three staged levels of the ATS, this enabled 

me to investigate the construction of artist-teacher identities. Here, I was initially trying 

to find to what extent the schemes have impacted upon the participants on the three 

different levels of courses provided within the scheme. The research sample in more 

detail was as follows: 

 
•  Level 3 (cohorts 1 and 2): I felt able to comment at length on the original 

LJMU pilot ATS MA 1999-2001 (level 3), since I had been a participant on this 
course. I conducted detailed interviews since the course finished with the 
course leaders and fellow participants, and I have collected digital video (DV) 
documentary footage of exhibitions of work, interviews and workshops. I also 
collected information from participants using a questionnaire. I followed the 
second cohort of the LJMU MA (level 3) students through their course and 
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again used DV recordings of interviews with the course leader and 
participants, filmed exhibitions of their work, and used questionnaires to allow 
me to compare in-depth the responses made over the two similar courses. 

 
•  Level 2: I observed the LJMU Easter New Technologies 4 day Workshop at 

the FACT Centre (Foundation for Art and Creative Technology, Liverpool). I 
also observed the feedback/playback session of the creative technology 
projects and attended a discussion session at Tate Liverpool where I 
conducted in-depth interviews with selective participants that I filmed using 
DV. I again collected information from participants using exit questionnaires. 

 
•  Level 1: I attended the 2002 Bath Power Drawing Workshop (level 1) as a 

participant to allow me to conduct ethnographic style research and to film 
participants taking part in the practical workshop activities as a member of the 
group. I also posted out questionnaires at a later date to a selection of 
participants I had interviewed, or with whom I had worked on the course. 

 
The findings from this pilot research were compared with the evidence found in a 

more recent, larger evaluation of the ATS carried out by Warwick University 

(Galloway et al, 2006), which was commissioned by the management group of the 

ATS. Together these reports were used to summarise the similarities and differences 

of the findings, and additionally they raised other areas of interest and further 

questions for investigation. The Galloway report revealed that the more than 70% of 

artist teachers were female, which was corroborated by my pilot research. From these 

early investigations, female artist-teacher identities emerged as an important area for 

further research. In light of this I decided to narrow my research for the study in order 

to discover in more depth the ways in which women are constructed into these roles. 

3.2.2: Case Studies 

Case studies are included in this study for interpretive, qualitative evidence. The 

evidence is provided through photographs and film, written narrative, theoretical 

analysis and discussion. The ‘case study’ is a particularly useful approach here as it 

allows individual researchers to research in depth and over an extended period. Case 

studies as Judith Bell (1999) suggests, are really an umbrella term for a related group 

of research methods. In this study I employ a multi-method approach 

(autobiographical narrative, art work, interviews, field notes etc), these have been 

selected to provide depth of understanding as opposed to breadth. This lack of 

breadth is counteracted to some degree by the provision of the wider contextual 

literature review (chapter 1 ‘The artist teacher’, and chapter 2 ‘Identity constructions 

of the artist teacher’), and the pilot research, which together broaden the context of 

the study and provide documentary evidence and a discussion of theoretical models 

through which to frame and contextualise the findings. The case studies are 
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concerned with the interaction between factors and events, and as Nisbet and Watt 

(1980) have suggested ‘sometimes it is only by taking a practical instance that we can 

obtain a full picture of this interaction’ (Nisbet and Watt in Bell: 10). Although case 

studies may be criticised by some for being unrepresentative or in danger of 

presenting distorted evidence (Denscombe, 1998), Bassey (1981) suggests the 

‘relatability’ of the case study is more important than its ‘generalisability’, further 

proposing that ‘if the findings can extend the boundaries of existing knowledge, then 

they are valid forms of educational research’ (Bassey, 1981:85). 

 

3.2.3: Autobiographical case study  

My initial pilot research is followed by a longitudinal, in depth narrative 

ethnographic/autobiographical study of myself as an artist-teacher. Analysing the in 

depth identity construction of a female, embodied, artist-teacher historically. Here I 

consider the longitudinal effects that participating in the scheme has had, both on my 

art practice and on its theoretical contextualisation, as well as its effects on my 

pedagogic practice, and subsequently (through the student case studies) on the art 

practice of my students. I have applied feminist theory, and critical/reflective analysis 

to the autobiographical narrative, investigating how these multiple strands are felted 

together, reflecting on how my identity as an artist-teacher was constructed 

historically through my family and educational institutions, and how it has continued to 

change as a result of my involvement in the ATS through the subsequent years.  This 

evidence is compared with the findings of my earlier pilot research and the later 

Galloway (1996) evaluation, (which, in fact, identified a need for in-depth longitudinal 

case study research in this area). 

 

 Newby (2010) suggests that mixed approaches are useful in getting to grips with 

complex issues in educational research, ‘issues involving the interplay of behaviour, 

attitudes, culture and values or understanding’ (p.131), proposing that research is a 

messy business. He describes how ‘wicked’ problems, may initially appear to have 

simple causal effects, but how these problems are ‘fed from beneath’ the obvious 

surface from a range of other factors. In this study I aimed to go beyond a simple 

cause and effect method, to study the roots of a complex set of factors that have 

resulted in a paradigm shift in my educational philosophy and art practice, taking into 

account the interplay of cultural, family, and educational contexts in the development 

of my gendered artist-teacher identities over an extended period of time. 
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I found the narrative autobiographic/ethnographic approach relevant to this study as I 

am deeply embedded within the subject of my research, having been an artist-teacher 

for the past thirty years, and by being a participant on the first MA ATS course, I have 

documented the effects of this course on my pedagogy over a period of ten years. 

The advantages of this deeply embedded approach are again highlighted by 

Deanscombe (1998) who suggests the strengths of this approach are in the ability to 

‘see things as those involved see things’ (p.69), to be able to transfer what I find to 

describe the experience of other female artist-teachers. The dangers inherent in this 

approach again are like those outlined above in the case studies, critics of this 

approach suggest that it may not be representative or typical of others’ experience; to 

counteract this factor, the wider initial pilot research and national and centre 

evaluations are used to triangulate my more personal in depth findings. 

 

3.2.4: Art practice as research/evidence 

Part of this ethnographic/autobiographic case study is investigated through my art 

practice, which is analysed in depth as both evidence and research for this study. A 

rationale for art practice as research is included and applied to the educational setting 

later in this chapter. The subject matter of my recent digital video art practice ‘Møther’ 

(2007) links with aspects of this study concerned with the construction of embodied, 

gendered identity. These aspects are theorised and discussed using a feminist 

perspective to further explore the troubled dichotomy of the construct of the female 

artist, investigating the tensions that still exist with the portrayal of the maternal body 

in the field of visual art, my film acts as an intervention into these hegemonic 

practices.  

 

My artwork (Møther, 2007) investigates the embodied experience of my daughter’s 

pregnancy while at the same time investigating my life experience as a ‘becoming’ 

grandmother and artist-teacher. This opens systems of complex layered experience 

as I relive the experience of the ‘becoming’ mother.  I explain this by utilising the 

postmodern notion of a referential loop, (Grbich ,2004; Stronach & Maclure, 1997), 

referring back to my own experience of being ‘becoming mother’ by using my 

daughter’s experience to enable myself to look back to the experiences of my self as 

a mother. This feedback or referential loop can also place me in the position of being 

a daughter, and loop back further to my own mother’s experience of these 
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relationships. Here I also utilise a feminist reading to investigate the construction of 

the matrixial gaze and matrixial borderspace (Ettinger 2006) to investigate how the 

feminine mother as ‘Other’ is constructed and situated within art practices (Pollock, 

2008). My art practice also provides a platform to investigate my position within this 

filmic process (chapter 5) and how this has been a means for me to revisit and reflect 

on the initial filmic processes and theory that I deployed on the ATS. Subsequently I 

explore how these experiences have influenced my work as a gendered artist/teacher 

through creating a ‘feminised’ space for my students to discuss their own lived, 

gendered experiences through their art practice. Analogies can be drawn between 

these experiences and the experience of the referential loops of the artist-teacher and 

the artist-learner. Theories of ‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1999) are used as a contextual methodology to analyse these socially 

situated learning experiences. 

 

3.2.5: Student case studies 

Two samples of sixth-form A2 Level textiles exam based artwork have been selected 

from the same teaching group to use as student case studies. These are presented 

through photographic evidence of the work, additionally they are theoretically 

analysed and discussed in order to provide deep, detailed evidence of the effects that 

my changed pedagogic approach and philosophy have had on student work, and as 

evidence of how the negated feminine space can be reintroduced into the hegemonic, 

masculine field of art. The link between artist-teachers and changes in student 

practice has remained tacit in much of the research I have studied (Galloway, 2006), 

and this linkage has been identified as an area in need of further evidence (NSEAD, 

2007). These particular projects have additionally been selected as the students have 

worked with issues of gender and embodiment, which is the focus area of this thesis. 

The evidence and findings provided by these case studies are compared, analysed 

and discussed with other strands of the research. 

3.2.6: Ethical considerations 

During my research I recognised that I am embedded as a participant in my study, 

both as an artist-teacher and as a mother; this may raise ethical questions, and I have 

taken steps to protect the subjects of my research. In my position as a teacher in the 

sixth form college I am aware that the power balance between my self and my 

students will never be an equal one, as I mark their work and am positioned as an 
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adult authority figure. However, I recognise that due imbalance it could have been the 

case that in some instances students may have pursued interests that they perceived 

to be in accordance with my own. In order to analyse the effects of my pedagogy on 

my students’ artwork I gained permission from both my principal and my head of 

department to use the artwork of my students that had been submitted for external 

examinations at the sixth form college. I have taken further steps to protect the 

identity the students whose work I selected as case studies from my class, by 

changing their names in my text and by not naming my institution.  

 

In using my pregnant daughter as the subject of my art practice/research I found the 

ethical dilemma more difficult, I sought her permission verbally, and we discussed at 

great length the project we intended to pursue, I gave her the opportunity to curtail 

her involvement at any time and joint editorial control over the film; but I still worried 

about the imbalance of power, especially when at times she was emotionally 

vulnerable. I discuss in more detail in chapter 5 the tensions that exist between the 

position I assumed as an artist and a researcher, and how this at times felt 

oppositional to the role I adopted as a mother. I feel in the end, this film could only be 

completed through our mutual trust in each other and our joint belief in its 

emancipatory purposes. 

 

3.2.7: Narrative enquiry 

A key element of my approach will include narrative writing and analysis as it occurs 

both in describing my development as an artist-teacher and in the description of the 

practice of other artist-teachers and artist-students/pupils. Clandin and Connelly 

(2000) define narrative enquiry as a method that uses life experience, stories, 

autobiography, journals, field notes, letters and conversations, interviews, family 

stories, photos and other artefacts as data. I aim to use my narrative voice to 

construct through memory, the positions I have adopted on my journey of becoming a 

theorised, embodied, gender-aware, artist-teacher. Through an illustrated narrative 

history of my past (from the position of the present), I reflect on the position I adopted 

as a gendered artist from the place of the other (as far as this is possible) looking 

reflectively at my practice and pedagogy. Using the notion of one’s past being made 

strange from the position one occupies to view it from the present – however, as L.P. 

Hartley famously stated ‘the past is a foreign country’. I have investigated my 

construction as a gendered artist-teacher through an analysis of my history, but my 
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history written from the perspective of the present. Both Geertz (1998) and Stronach 

& Maclure (1997) have noted the difficulties and rewards of using this approach: the 

active knowing and thick description of being embedded as an active participant, and 

the distillation of experience through time, making the person I was, strange or ‘other’ 

to the researcher I am in the present, thus allowing the distance to experience the 

‘feedback loops’ of the postmodern. In my narrative passages I have used a 

handwritten style of font to indicate the adoption of this reflective approach. This 

narrative ethnography helps to build a more nuanced picture of the bias and 

foundations of the position adopted by the researcher of the present.  The importance 

of narrative as a mode of knowing (Kerney, 2003: Czarniawska, 2004) is taken into 

account in the autobiographical analysis section of this study.  Narrative analysis is 

important here as it explains how the differing elements fit together, elements such 

as: visual art practice, pedagogic practice, student art practice and the theoretical and 

contextual locus of each of these areas. Interdisciplinary fields such as social 

psychology privilege the use of self-narrative in the process of understanding identity 

formation, in addition to this there is the ongoing debate in this field about the place of 

memory and agency in the construction of identity (Kerney, 2003: 51). 

 

3.2.8: Documentary and discourse analysis 

Documentary evidence has been extensively used as an essential source of 

information for this study. Printed materials (text and images), electronic media (text, 

images, video/audio) and artefacts (physical resources, artwork/ sketchbooks) have 

all been used to both inform the direction and content, and in some cases used as 

evidence for the research. This approach has been useful to contextualise the study 

and to provide a national, historical and philosophical perspective. Documentary 

evidence is central to the theoretical perspective of the socio-cultural, feminist/gender 

and critical theory used to interpret and frame the findings. Discourse analysis has 

been useful to analyse the transcripts of discourse contained in the digital video 

interview and film work included as research and evidence. Discourse analysis 

explores the ways in which spoken and written language is used as a form of social 

practice, I am influenced here the Foucauldian version that is concerned with the 

construction of subjects within knowledge and power structures. I use feminist 

discourse analysis as it uses a similar critical stance to that of Foucault to investigate 

the complex workings of power and ideology in discourse in sustaining hierarchically 

gendered social orders, for example in this study the discourse analysis of the 
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feminist, critical art theorist Griselda Pollock (1999) is used to ‘read against the grain’ 

in western art histories to analyse the absent place of the feminine, this is expanded 

on below in the section relating to the theoretical tools utilised.   

 

Bill Nichols (2001) text ‘An Introduction to Documentary’ begins to characterise the 

issues and concepts that characterise documentary film. My artwork Møther (2007) 

(which is explored in Chapter 6) uses some of the aspects of Nichols’ ‘Reflexive 

Mode’ (p.125) of documentary, here the audience for the film is asked to address 

what documentary is: a construct or representation of reality, this film addresses 

notions of realism, the reflexive mode prods the viewer to experience a heightened 

consciousness of their relationship to the documentary/art film and what it represents. 

The instability or flux of the feminine subject is explored through the fact that my 

daughter (the pregnant subject of the film) is also a trained actor and a mother, and 

that she narrates he contradictory phenomenology of pregnancy; while I am 

simultaneously a female artist-teacher and her mother. This calls into question what is 

‘real’ within this film, what is this mother child relationship that is played out on 

multiple levels? This has the effect of engaging the (female) audience to share and 

examine their own experience of being mothered/ pregnant. The audience are invited 

to ask how these identities are constructed and managed within the complex 

workings of power, ideology and discourse in relation to mothers and art, and to 

examine how these are sustained in hierarchically gendered social orders.  

 

My work also uses aspects of Nichols ‘Performative Mode’ (p.130) of documentary in 

that it raises questions about the nature of knowledge and what counts as 

understanding. ‘Møther’ (2007) encompasses an embodied phenomenological 

knowledge of pregnancy. This portrayal is set in opposition to the normative rhetoric 

of medicalised measurement, regulation and control of pregnancy and birth 

contextualised within in a hegemonic discourse that is still based within a 

predominantly quasi-Christian, Madonna/whore dualism. This is a film made by the 

mother of a prospective mother, about what pregnancy and a home birth feels like 

from the lived experience of artist-as-mother and subject-as-mother-daughter, the 

notion of mother as ‘Other’ is then applied to the female artist-teacher in context. 
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3.3: Theoretical tools 

3.3.1: Feminist theories applied to the construction of gendered identities 

The erosion of the traditional theories of the self that have specific reference to 

gender (Butler 1990, 1993; Deleuze & Guttari, 1997; Lacan, 1989; Kristeva, 1992; 

Irigaray 1985, 2004), have been a central part of this thesis, this factor is explored in 

Chapter 2 alongside the effects this paradigm shift has had on the gendered teacher 

of art in British art education (Dalton, 2001).  Chapter 2 also explores the engagement 

with the body in emerging sociological feminist study of theories pertaining to the 

embodiment of gender (Howson, 2005), and how this has impacted on identity 

construction in feminist philosophy (Grosz, 1994; Gatens, 1996). This is important to 

this thesis in a number of ways, primarily as feminist philosophy and feminist art 

theory reflects the paradigm shift that has occurred in art theory that encourages a 

deeper understanding of contemporary practice. Additionally the case study contains 

art practice as research/evidence that is corporeally based, which aims to illustrate to 

what extent the art practice of a woman can depict sexual difference in its making, 

through its location in time and place (Meskimmon, 2003). This case study supports 

an exploration of poststructuralist and feminist readings of the body. Finally as the 

majority of artist-teachers in this study are female (Hyde, 2004; Galloway, 2006) this 

thesis reflects an interest in their specific difference, giving ‘a view from elsewhere’ 

measured against the hetero-normative, patriarchal ethos that still exists in the fields 

of art education (Dalton, 2001), and in art history (Pollock, 1999). This encourages an 

exploration into how gendered, (and specifically female gendered) artist-teacher 

identity is constructed. 

3.3.2: Psychoanalytic theory and feminist/ gender applications 
Lacan’s (1989) foundational psychoanalytical work on the multi-layering of 

identification and subjectification that forms a person, and his models of the three 

related areas of; the ‘imaginary’, the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘Real’ are analysed in chapter 

two, in relation to identity formation. This psychoanalytic reading of identity 

construction is then intersected at the nodal point of gender, which has important 

implications for feminist theory. This is considered alongside an exploration of 

Kristeva’s ‘semanalysis’ (1980), which has been influential in combining these two 

factors in the field of art history as it re-introduces the speaking body (complete with 

its drives) back into art theory.  
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The problems of the pejorative positioning of the gendered ‘woman’ as ‘Other’ in 

psychoanalytic theory that has existed in much patriarchal and culturally hegemonic 

schools of knowledge, has recently led to the questioning of some foundational forms 

of knowledge found in both art history and art education (Nochlin, 1973; Pollock, 

1998, 1999; Meskimmon, 2003; Dalton 2001; Atkinson, 2006). An exploration of this 

‘Othering’ is explored through my artwork analysed and researched in the case study 

(chapter 5), which considers the specificity and effect of the pregnant body on 

subjectivity (Cixous,1991; Irigaray 1993; Lichtenberg Ettinger,1999), and its 

associations with notions of taboo (Freud 1985) and the abject (Kristeva 1982). Other 

related aspects of this study also address how gender is situated in the artwork 

produced by my A level art students, Here I investigate through the work of these 

artist-learners issues such as the performative aspects of gender (Butler, 1990) 

alongside psychoanalytic, asking to what extent this student practice has been 

influenced by my development of these themes as a participant of the LJMU ATS MA 

course, and exploring how feminine spaces can be reintroduced into the patriarchal 

hegemony of art education.  

 

3.3.3: Identity theory 
 Theories of identity construction and their application to the construct of the artist-

teacher have been analysed and reviewed as a part of this study in chapter two as 

they are of central importance to this approach. Influenced by Barthes’ approach I 

have taken into account the subjectivity of myself as the researcher, noting that a 

‘gendered historical self is brought to this process’ (Denzin, 2002: 29). This self, 

(formed from a set of shifting identities which have their own history and situated 

practices), is viewed in this study positioned as ‘a work in progress’ (Kristeva, 1984: 

142) or as a process of becoming (Deleuze, 1990; de Beauvoir, 1997).  

 

3.3.4: Reflectivity 
In this study I aim to move away from the location of the researcher as a detached 

authority, situating myself in position of reflectivity – where the researcher’s voice 

becomes one of the many voices taken into account (Barthes, 1977; Grbich, 2004). I 

am however aware that I still orchestrate these proceedings. By using this approach, 

the position of the researcher at times becomes more that of a mediator. I have 

selected this position with reference to Barthes (1997) who proposed that the 

decentring of the authorial voice has the effect of allowing other voices to emerge and 

speak – permitting these peripheral contributions to be viewed as more substantial 
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and thereby allowing for the complexity of multiple positions to be taken into account 

(Grbich, 2004). This de-centring of the authorial voice is to some extent also a 

position adopted by Geertz (1998) who, working in the field of anthropology, 

questions the myth of the detached, professional position of the anthropologist as 

author. I am mindful, however, as Geertz proposes that the position of the researcher 

can never be neutral and detached.  As Meskimmon (2003) has noted the making of 

gendered art histories through the written text needs to be both ‘perspectival and 

dialogic’ dismantling the ‘centre-periphery paradigm’ (p. 14) that is prevalent in 

existing discourse in art history, for example, one can be a committed artist or a 

dedicated teacher but doubts may still arise as to the viability of the committed artist-

teacher.  

 

In structuring this PhD I also found that I initially battled with inherited structures that 

were resistant to change, finding it difficult to fit my multi-stranded, multi-modal multi-

voiced research into the suggested existing PhD structure. As Czarniawska observes, 

historical structures from the formal oration of Greek rhetoric are still used as a 

framework for structure PhD thesis today (2004:123-124). As a PhD student I felt a 

pressure to fit my research into this historic, formal discourse with all its inherent and 

binary/gendered, structural problems, to enable it to become accountable. On the 

other hand as Barthes has noted, ‘narrative is international, transhistorical, 

transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself’ (Barthes, 1977:79). For Barthes human 

beings cannot exist without creating narratives to make sense of lived experience 

through the myths, legends and stories. As White (1973) pointed out, historians do 

not find ‘plots’ in history they put them in themselves to make sense of the 

experiences they record. Emplotment is a further device that I have used to make 

sense of these disparate elements using narrative to weave the strands of this 

research together. As Czarniawska (2004) notes, successful emplotment does more 

to persuade than the mechanical structuring of a thesis, and that this can ‘serve to 

structure a monograph substantially rather than formally’ (p. 124).  

3.3.5: Phenomenology and feminist applications of theories of embodied 
subjectivity  

 

In ‘Phenomenology of Perception’, Merleau-Ponty describes an ‘intentional arc’ that 

brings experience within ‘the realm of the unified bodily subject’ (Merleau-Ponty, 

1962: 406). This phenomenological approach to research explored by Merleau-Ponty 

challenged the Cartesian body/mind divide that had previously permeated the 
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unchanging ‘real world’ that many scientists of that time sought to use as a standard. 

The contemporary paradigm shift that occurred in both the ways that research has 

been conducted, and the ways in which knowledge has been constructed, affects the 

means by which the body, (and especially the gendered female body) is considered, 

this paradigm shift has been built on by feminist philosophers and critical theorists 

who have engaged with the specificity of female embodiment in a growing range of 

fields (Kristeva, 1980; Cixous, 1991; Grosz, 1993; Gatens, 1996; Betterton, 1996; 

Wolf 2001; Young, 2005).  In my research into the identity construction of artist 

teachers, the embodied presence of the gendered artist-teacher/artist-learner is a 

reoccurring theme. 

 

3.3.6:  Poststructuralist and postmodern positioning of the researcher 
As Grbich notes in postmodern research: 

the inside of the subject researcher and subject participant is sought – the fleeting 
feelings and views, the passions, the angers, the internal messiness rather than 
tidy external descriptions. (Grbich, 2004: 69) 

According to Grbich’s account, in positioning the postmodern researcher-as-subject, 

the manipulation and control of the views expressed by the subject are minimised, as 

the author of the research either steps back from the position of authority, or 

foregrounds the position of the authorial self by the application of a reflexive critical 

stance. By using ‘nodal points’ (Grbich, 2004: 70), or intersections (such as gender, 

race or class etc) to research in more depth where the subjectivity of the researcher-

author-artist-teacher or the participant-artist-learner is located, this approach can be 

utilised as a powerful source in the analysis of discourse. For example, positioning 

the subject using the nodal point of gender has a strong impact on subjectivity and 

identity as revealed in feminist discourse (Irigaray, 1985; Butler, 1990; Grosz, 1994; 

Moi, 1999). This mode of enquiry can be placed alongside or intersected with the 

nodal point of lived experience, corporeality and embodiment (Howson, 2005; Young, 

2005). The complexity of lived experience intersected at the nodal points of gender, 

embodiment, power, and culture have played an important part in the art practice 

layer of this research that investigates representations and constructions of the 

pregnant body. Here philosophical readings and multiple subjectivities are addressed 

at this important event in many women’s lived experience.  This layering of 

subjectivity is further nuanced in that I/the researcher am/is the artist-mother-

becoming-grandmother, and the participant in the research is the subject-daughter-

becoming-mother. The complexity of these layered constructions of subjectivities is 

interwoven in this thesis with social, psychological, philosophical, race, class and 
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biological discourses, all of which are inscribed upon the bodies of both the 

researcher and the researched. Notions of powering relation to the positioning of the 

social self also have to be taken into account through the intersections and the effects 

that the meta-narratives of science, medicine and art play on the above. All these 

positions and experiences are a part of the complex self that I bring into the 

classroom as my situated, historical self that operates within the classroom as an 

embodied female artist-teacher. 

 

3.3.7: A postmodern paradigm shift in methodology 

Educational qualitative research reflects the changing realm of theory, Denzin and 

Lincon (1998b) have defined five distinct moments in the history of qualitative 

research the ‘traditional’, the ‘modernist’, the ‘blurred genres’, and the ‘crisis of 

representation’ leading to the ‘present’. They explain how these past methods and 

approaches have defined and shaped new epistemologies from previously silenced 

groups, these new ‘Tales of the Field’ (Van Maanen,1998) mean theories have more 

recently been interpreted in narrative terms, small-scale theories are fitted to specific 

situations and problems. There are effects in research methods when replacing grand 

narratives, as Denzin and Lincon outline: 

We are in a new age where messy, uncertain, multi-voiced texts, cultural criticism 
and new experimental works will become more common, as will more reflexive 
field work and intertextual representation’ (Denzin and Lincon,1998b: 30). 

 Denzin and Lincon note these research methodologies are responding to a series of 

challenges, changes and paradigm shifts that result from the application of 

postmodern theory. Grbich (2004) investigates some of these approaches, exploring 

the effects of postmodern theory on research modes and methodologies. She surveys 

the implications of the application of postmodern ideas in qualitative research, 

observing how a loosening of the boundaries that used to exist between differing 

disciplines has produced a fusion of influences including: chaos theory, complexity, 

poststructuralism and postmodernism, with terminology from these emergent theories 

being utilised by other fields. The postmodern methods suggested by Stronach and 

Maclure (1997) are also utilised in this study in order to make aspects of educational 

research ‘unfamiliar’, by this they extol the value of finding other places from which to 

‘look back’ towards the educational issues of the present. This takes the form of using 

other voices and positions from which to analyse the mainstream, such as using my 

voice from the present to review and reflect on my emerging artist-teacher identity 

from the past. Jagtenberg and McKie (1997: 33) relate how chaos theory became the 
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symbol of postmodernism, describing how its destabilising and multifaceted approach 

has been used to enhance and enliven traditional research methodologies, having the 

effect of forging new interdisciplinary links. Grbich (2004) observes that 

postmodernism’s overall implications for research lie in: 

 
•  intertextuality (impact of the text on others in terms of the appearance of 

particular signs and the linking of ideas from one text to another); 
•  inter-system linkage, change, chaos, bifurcations, transitions from being to 

becoming, feedback loops […]; 
•  multiple selves and voices; 
•  local and complex referentiality; 
•  declining meta narratives; 
•  links between mathematical chaos theory and deconstruction (Hayles, 1990). 

(Grbich, 2004: 66) 
 

In contrast to this far-reaching postmodern view, theorists such as Kearney (2003) 

illustrate the limits of postmodern theoretical approaches that suggest identity is 

strongly rooted in the wider social construct. Kearney notes the pervasive influence 

on identity of the narratives constructed within the family, promoting the use of 

autobiographical research as a reflexive, investigative tool. My art practice ‘Møther’ 

(2007) can be described as an example of the tensions created between these two 

ideologies. 

 

Using narrative/visual research, to explore the autobiographical construct of the 

position of the becoming mother within my family, I further investigate the 

grandmother/mother/daughter/foetus generational relationship through the vehicle of 

the pregnant body and its effect on gendered identity construction. The multilayered 

discourse within this work addresses the dichotomy of the embodied, gendered artist 

and the troubled relationship between this and the portrayal of the female body in the 

field of art.  

 

3.4: A rationale for art practice as research and evidence 

Art practice has in recent years been proposed as a legitimate form of academic 

research rather than the usual methods of quantitative and qualitative methods used 

by the humanities and social sciences. This section explores these points and puts 

forward a case for art practice as research or as evidence. Recent dialogue (Sullivan, 

2005; Candlin, 2001) in this area describes the way that artists emphasise the role of 

the imaginative intellect in creating, criticising and constructing knowledge that is new, 

and often challenges the way that understanding of experiences is articulated. The 
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place of the visual in research has been explored by texts relating to different 

disciplines such as social anthropology (Banks, 2001) and sociology. Texts such as 

Rose’s Visual Methodologies (2001) and van Leeuwen and Jewitt’s Handbook of 

Visual Analysis (2001) aim to accommodate traditions utilised in the social sciences 

and humanities and position them within the discourse of visual culture. Pink’s Doing 

Visual Ethnography (2001), examines the visual in relation to media studies and 

social sciences but does not accommodate the specificity of the visual artist, it follows 

the route of becoming a visual editor, applying a critique and analysis of the visual 

phenomena without taking into account the production of new knowledge that can be 

created by visual means from a research perspective.  

  
Visual artist Fiona Candlin, (2001) at the time of writing her article, having recently 

completed an art practice based PhD, notes the paradigm shift that has occurred in 

this field since the 1960s, depicting the way that art practice was generally viewed as 

being divorced from notions of academic and theoretical research. She comments on 

the tensions created by the influence of the sociologically-integrated theory-practice 

modes of working, set against the more conservative, protective educational 

restrictions as to what forms of knowledge can legitimately be included in doctoral 

level research. Candlin brings to the readers attention the effect of postmodern 

discourse on the emergent practices of social art history, conceptual art, feminist 

theory and post-structuralism as well as the effect of educational reforms such as the 

1960s Coldstream report in facilitating these changes. She suggests that these 

factors together now firmly tie art theory to art practice, where as in the past they had 

often remained divorced. Candlin notes that: 

The inauguration of the practice-based PhD assumes that artwork counts as 
knowledge, as legitimate academic research. By crossing traditional academic 
boundaries, such as those between theory and practice, words and images, fact 
and fiction, the PhD becomes an active agent in changing the literal and 
conceptual construction of academic work. (2001: 306) 

It is interesting to read Candlin’s analysis of the ways in which art practice based 

PhDs emerged as a viable academic route of research through the uncomfortable 

pairing of ‘Thatcherite’ Conservative policy with a predominantly socialist 

theory/practice ethos. Sullivan (2005) also explores the notion of art practice as 

research in a less political analysis, suggesting that the practices that comprise visual 

art enquiry move ‘seamlessly between the theoretical and the practical, a range of 

strategies are deployed that [he] describe[s] as understanding, reflexive, post-

discipline, and visual systems practices’ (Sullivan, 2005: 189). He puts forward the 

notion that the interface of art practice is often the place where research questions, 
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problems, and purposes originate, proposing that a new, rich and layered set of 

meanings can be offered by the symbiotic relationship of theory and practice that 

create new hybrid forms of practice, such as; the artist-theorist, the artist-curator and 

the artist-teacher. These new alliances seek to join other insular disciplines in a 

postmodern fashion. Sullivan notes: 

This kind of interchange of roles and practices is loosening conceptual chains 
and discipline claims, and opening up new possibilities for exchange that are 
responsive to the imaginative challenge of an intellectual climate that is issues 
driven rather than content based. (Sullivan, 2005:188) 

Sullivan puts forward the idea that in new ‘transdisciplines’ such as emerging digital 

media, artists are forging links with scientists and technologists, and the emerging 

territories such as those of the digital world are proving to be a rich setting for new 

conceptions of theory and practice, especially in the arts and sciences. According to 

Sullivan these new territories do not have the associated problems of tradition that 

form protocols and defined ways of researching. New transdisciplines, as he suggests 

above, bridge disciplines raising new and exciting possibilities of issues-based 

research. As Grbich (2004) has noted, intertextuality and inter-system linkage, 

change, chaos, bifurcations, and transitions from being to becoming, are all significant 

in their effects upon changes in social science research. Analogies can be made 

between Sullivan’s developments in art-practice-as-research and the effects of 

postmodernism on theory listed by Grbich as in the previous section. 

 

It is interesting to consider the appropriateness of the educational setting for art-

practice-as-research. This kind of postmodern, symbiotic, creative and critical, 

enquiry however can be challenging to the status quo of the traditional educational 

structure, when the boundaries between pedagogy and practice, and between the 

artist and teacher are eroded. Sullivan notes that students or artist-teachers learning 

how to learn:  

…results in the emergence of an individual voice within a collective agency. 
Therefore, being a student ‘upsets’ in a way that confirms what is known, by 
continually highlighting what is not. (2005: 189) 

Again this position adopted chimes with Gribch’s multiple voices and Barthes 

decentring of the authorial voice. Many artist-teachers first adopting these less 

authoritarian structures fear losing control of a classroom situation and will construct 

themselves in a traditional ‘voice of authority’ position, a position that has the effect of 

negating the voice of the artist-learner.  
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3.4.1: Theorising art practice as research 
Sullivan proposes a model for a framework for visual arts research that integrates 

ideas and agency, forms and structures with situations and actions.  

 

 
Framework of Visual Arts Research Projects (Sullivan, 2005:190). 

 

In his triangular, diagrammatic representation of visual art as research, Sullivan 

places the artist in the centre with their visual practice experience of exhibitions, 

performances exegesis/thesis and proposals. On the right hand side of the triangle he 

places the artwork with empiricist inquiry exercises that reviews and reports methods 

designs and simulations, leading to forms and structures placed on the right external 

point of the triangle. On the left hand side of the triangle he places the viewer with 

interpretive discourse, encounters, dialogues, integrations, narratives and texts which 

lead to ideas and agency placed on the external left hand side of the triangle. At the 

base of the triangle he places the setting with critical process, enactments, 

collaborations critiques, policies and events leading to situations and actions placed 

on the external base of the triangle. It is clear from this model of art practice and the 

complexity of layered information with its subsequent intersections with meta-

narratives, that the artist is encountering a similarly complex set of problems to those 

that occur in other areas of contemporary research, along with other considerations 

that are more specific to visual practices which he names ‘transcognition’.  Sullivan 

states that ‘visual arts knowing’ situates: 
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…the imaginative and intellectual processes that describe a way artists think as 
they make use of a cognitive coalition of ongoing dialogue between, within, and 
around the self, artworks, viewers and settings where each is used to help create 
new understandings’ [he names this process] ‘transcognition’ [suggesting it] 
captures the movement and purposeful searching of the artistic mind (Sullivan, 
2005 :190).  

Sullivan describes how ‘the framework of ‘visual arts practices’ acknowledge the 

theoretical depth and breadth that artists take on through their art making as they 

assume the multiple roles of ‘meaning makers, cultural commentators, social critics, 

teachers and the like’ (Sullivan, 2005:190). He notes that although the core 

experience of visual artists is the making practices where the artist adopts the dual 

role of practitioner and theorist, he describes three additional making structures: 

those that are system like, those occurring in relation to community interests, and 

those that take place within cultural contexts (Sullivan, 2005:191). These three 

strands can all be seen to exist in different areas of an artist-teachers’ experience: for 

instance, as well as the art work that has been created for personal/artistic reasons 

there is artwork created as a result of being a participant on the ATS course for 

course requirements. These other reasons for making artwork can include:   

 

•  artwork created within the making structure of the course itself with deadlines 
for exhibitions and theoretical essays; 

•   art practice that the artist-teacher demonstrates and shares within the 
community of the school; with students/learners and other teaching staff;  

•  links the artist-teacher makes with cultural organisations such as galleries and 
artists, and the subsequent artwork created within or as a result of these 
experiences. 

 
Art practice it seems has now to some extent become a more legitimate form of 

research in higher education, (Candlin, 2001: Sullivan, 2005) often challenging the 

dominance of the written word. This visual art-based research can help to bridge the 

gap between theory and practice, this I feel, is especially important in gender based 

and conceptual practice (Jones, 2003). My own visual practice is a vital part of this 

research project because of the patriarchal voice enshrined within academic 

language in its textual form (Irigaray, 2004; Cazarniawska, 2004) and especially in art 

education (Dalton, 2001) and the gender bias still lingering within the grand narrative 

of art history (Meskimmon, 2003; Pollock, 1999). The problems of the incompatibility 

of words and worlds (Rorty, 1980) are to some extent tackled through the use of 

visual practice as research. This practice will also further the notion of 'teacher as 

artist and researcher’ that has permeated my art and research work over the past 

decade commenting on the extent to which the ATS has influenced my work, 

identifying the ways in which my own changes in art practice and my understanding of 
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theory have acted as a catalyst to the introduction of different practices in the 

classroom.  

 

3.4.2: Methodologies applied to art practice as research 

An important part of this research process has been the in-depth autobiographical 

case study, a significant element of which comprises visual artwork situated at the 

nodal point of gendered identity construction. This has been a vital addition to this 

research as it contains further layers of meaning within the complex referentiality that 

exists between the visual/auditory and textual research analysed using postmodern 

theory (Grbich, 2004) and feminist theory. I have concentrated on these complex 

relationship and the effects they have had on the multiple selves and voices evident 

in the identity construction of a female artist-teacher, and investigated how they 

interrelate by examining the intersections I have made within the meta-narratives of 

contemporary theory, art theory and pedagogy.  

 

The artwork, including textiles, mixed-media-work and digital video films made by my 

students, investigates issues of their gendered, embodied, lived experience. These 

are analysed alongside my art practice allowing for multiple selves and voices to be 

heard, making links to the way in which my experiences as a gendered artist-teacher 

have influenced and facilitated the work of these artist-learners. The nodal points 

(Grbich, 2004) at which these works intersect are analysed in terms of their 

intertextuality and inter-system linkage (Grbich, 2004). Investigations have been 

made as to how my impact as an artist teacher has affected the artwork of my 

students in terms of the appearance of particular signs and the linking of narratives 

and concepts from one text/image to another. Their gendered, embodied ‘becomings’ 

have been analysed and theorised in terms of their local and complex referentiality 

(Grbich, 2004), acting as an intervention into hegemonic practices, declining the 

meta-narratives of teacher and pupil in favour of investigating an interlinked 

community of artist/practitioners (Wenger, 1999) situated within the wider field of art. 
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Chapter 4: An autobiographical case study: gendering 
art practices and pedagogy 

4.1: Introduction 

This chapter presents a brief biography and contextualisation of my past practice and 

pedagogy. It discusses the construction of my identity as a gendered artist and artist-

teacher: initially situated in the family, the education system as a pupil, on a 

foundation art course and as an undergraduate student. It explores my art practice 

and pedagogy before my participation on the MA ATS scheme, and it introduces the 

Sixth Form College in which I teach and its working practices in art. 

 

I examine the social and cultural basis of teaching and learning in a sixth form college 

art department, investigating the formation of artist-teacher and artist-learner 

identities, exploring the reasons for, and the extent to which educational practices 

have changed in this department, and I analyse to what degree this can be said to 

have been effected by my participant involvement in the ATS CPD over an extended 

period of time. Through the discussion of this and the following student case studies 

(chapter 6), I consider the ways in which contemporary art practices can be used to 

confront and explore issues of culture, gender and identity, investigating how my 

changed art practice and critically engaged pedagogy has been used to analyse the 

formation of gendered and embodied artist-teacher identities.  

 

The construction of masculinities and femininities is especially pertinent to the field of 

art. In western culture the effect of hegemonic re-enactment and performance of 

traditional gender roles has been evident in the construction of artist identities and 

subsequently through their gendered visual art production. This naturalised binary 

gendering has greatly influenced the field of visual art practices (Pollock, 1999).   

  

Through a reflection on the educational potential of facilitating artist-teachers and 

artist-learners to enter into a dialogue with contemporary art practice through which to 

explore issues of culture and identity, I am seeking to what extent exposure to these 

critically engaged ways of working can further a more conceptual, heuristic approach 

to enabling artist-learner practice. This approach of critical engagement with 

contemporary practices was championed by the LJMU MA AT and can, I propose act 

as a catalyst in developing artist-learners understanding of these issues, and in the 
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cases discussed in the following chapter enable artist-learners to explore in great 

depth issues of gender, embodiment and identity.  

 

The discussion and analysis of the selected pieces of artist-learner and artist-teacher 

work are located within a feminist paradigm that foregrounds the body and gender 

theories. Through using a combination of theoretical perspectives including recent 

theories such as; art theory (Meskimmon 2003; Pollok 1999;), gender/feminist theory 

(Butler,1990, 1999; Grosz,1994; Moi, 1999), postmodern theory (Grbich, 2004), 

psychoanalytic theory (Irigaray, 2004; Lacan, 1989), and art educational theory 

(Addison, 2003; Atkinson, 2000, 2007; Dalton, 2001 ). I aim to analyse the 

development, application and contextualisation of my art practice in social contexts. 

 

One of the things that has astounded me most about the effect of this course is the 

shift that occurred in my identity construction as a theorised artist-teacher, and the 

ongoing effect that this acquisition of art and critical theory have had on my art 

practice and my teaching. Theory is now central to my role as a researcher. Before 

the course began I had identified my aspirations and needs as being rooted in both 

revitalising my art practice, and in wanting to increase my understanding of 

contemporary art practice. Along with these two aims was the ability to be more able 

to integrate these factors further into my pedagogy.  

 

4.2: My early construction as an artist 

To understand the position I now 

occupy as a theorised artist-teacher-

researcher, it is useful to look at the 

past from the position of the present, 

to understand how my identity as an 

artist was constructed within the social 

structures I inhabited: initially in the 

family and extending into the wider 

community and educational system. 
My family 1969 

 
My identity as an artist was at the outset constructed through my 
early childhood interest in, and identification with visual art: as a child 
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from a large family it was something by which I could gain some 
parental recognition, something I could be good at good at. I felt 
that I couldn’t be ‘the academic one’, as this role was already 
inhabited by my elder sister, and so, quite early in my childhood I was 
labelled within this large family unit as ‘the artistic one’. My parents 
entered my work for child painting competitions and I remember 
winning a prize in a national competition. This position of artist was 
later given some institutional legitimacy through opting for Art and 
Design at ‘O’ level, in which I received a good ‘O’ level grade and a 
certificate. I left secondary school at 16 and entered an art 
foundation course. My training via art-college in the mid 1970s was 
practically based, but it left me feeling slightly suspicious of 
‘theory’. 
 
Looking back, my overarching philosophy at that time, could be 
described as anti-intellectual, I felt that theory got in the way of 
practice… and that writing about art was a dry, somewhat pointless 
activity, something that academics and critics applied to art after the 
creative event of its making had taken place… I think I felt at this 
time, that art production for me was more of an intuitive journey… 
and that perhaps by analysing and capturing the essence of this 
creative act, I might somehow frighten away or damage its 
realisation… I was working somewhere on the edge of reason and 
feeling… trying to encapsulate something fleeting that had to be 
treated gently, something that may otherwise dissolve under close 
scrutiny. I would create my work while chasing a vague idea or mood, 
working for intense periods that may last into the night while ‘the 
feeling’ lasted, often reworking it until it ‘felt’ right.  
 

This inclination towards anti-intellectualism is corroborated by Val Walsh when writing 

about her experiences as a student at art-college in 1960’s a decade earlier; in her 

article she outlines an ideal construct of the artist at this time, as being a combination 

of:  

‘the romantic outsider with the virile man of action,’…[making] art a more manual 
thing, a physical gesture of defiance and potency– more clearly man’s work’ 
(Walsh, 1990,)  
 

From my experiences in the 1970s on my art foundation course I felt there was still a 

normalisation of the artistic masculine construct, with the binary opposition implicitly 
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casting the female as the passive subject of art. These gender norms were reiterated 

in subtle ways, firstly by example; all but one of the staff on my course were male, the 

only female member of staff being employed to teach fashion and textiles. I 

remember attending a dry art history slide show where, a very Gombrich-influenced 

canon of the history of Western Art was presented in a single day, in a linear, 

chronological manor as entirely male, western and white! I recall at that time, having 

vague feelings that I could not articulate, of being aligned with the subject of art, and 

of not being seriously considered as a student of art who would go on to practise as 

an artist. This gendering was not verbally articulated, but signalled by many small 

events and actions: as Simone de Beauvoir famously wrote ‘one is not born a woman 

but becomes one’, and later, as Judith Butler explained: gender is a performance that 

is ‘reiterated through constraint’ (1993). Both these theorists are suggesting that our 

gender roles are socially constructed, and cemented by repetitive actions over time. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As an example of this social construction of my role as a 
female artist I recall an element of the photography course; here, 
female students were required to act as the models for the session, 
the only record I have of this session are photographs of myself 
taken by others, there by linking me to the subject of art and not 
supporting me in the dynamic role of becoming an artist… (it seems 

A photograph of me aged 15, taken by my 
Father at a local camera club where I was a 
cast in the role of model. 

A photograph of my hand and leg taken a year later, 
from my art college foundation course where I was 
cast as a model rather than artist for the session. 
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that a little at a time our gender positions are constructed and 
cemented… ) Interestingly, on this course written theoretical 
research work was separated from elements of the course that 
covered the practical creative output. Entry to this course was via a 
submission of a portfolio of work, with no recognition being gained 
by having passed ‘O’ levels in other subjects which were perceived as 
being ‘academic’.  
 

A few years later I entered a three-year 
Certificate in Education Art Teaching 
course gaining the A levels necessary 
through personal study and private 
entry. As an element of this Cert. Ed. 
course I produced an exhibition of 
personal artwork in the second year. 
This exhibition included a series of 
figurative works of my two-year old 
daughter, (one of which I still have 
shown left). I still remember the 
feelings of guilt I experienced whilst 
drawing this pastel study, caused by 
leaving her in childcare while I was at 

college training to be a teacher. This was partly due to having just 
read a set text for my course ‘Childcare and the Growth’ of Love by 
John Bowlby (1967), a text written by a psychoanalyst suggesting that 
maternal deprivation is a cause of childhood delinquency. Bowlby 
argues that attachment failure results in the inability to develop a 
social conscience, and he proposes that children should stay with 
their mothers until they are at least five years old (no mention is 
made of fathers caring role as apparent here ). 
 
This was not a particularly auspicious start to my use of theory, 
and was only slightly tempered by another set text on this course: 
John Holt’s ‘How Children Fail’ (1964). Here Holt draws upon his 
observations of children both in school and at play and identifies 
ways in which a traditional Western educational system predestines 
young children to failure. Holt argues in this text, that children fail 
mainly because they are afraid, bored, and confused.  He proposes 
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that when these feelings are combined with both misguided teaching 
strategies and a school environment that is disconnected from ‘real 
learning’, this results in a school system that kills children’s innate 
desire to experiment, take chances, and ask the questions necessary 
to learn. I remember at the time feeling passionately that art lessons 
were one of the few places left in mainstream education where things 
could be different, and creative learning could still be allowed to exist 
and where children’s creative capacity as artists could still be valued. 
 
When I finished my initial teacher training I retained this notion of 
art lessons being a place of creative entitlement where children’s 
voices should be heard as my overarching philosophy. I initially 
worked as a teacher of art in middle schools (9-13yrs) in the Bradford 
area. In the images below of my class at one of these schools it is 
noticeable there were only one or two indigenous white children, the 
majority of my pupils were English/Asians. Most of these pupils had 
been born in Britain but had immigrant parents, many who did not speak 
English as a first language, most were Muslims, originally from 

Bangladesh. I remember feeling 
uneasy at the mainly western art 
curriculum and critical study I 
proposed. I was unprepared when 
students with such ethnicities were 
reluctant to draw and paint the 
human form, or they drew diligently 
and beautifully, but did not want to 
take their artwork home. I began to 
adapt my lessons accordingly and 
found out more about the life 
worlds of these students and their 
beliefs and art practices, and I 
started to accommodate more 
pattern-based and non-figurative 
work into their curriculum.  

 
In terms of received gendering the male students were considered by 
their parents and community to be of much more value than the 
female students. I remember being shocked to find that some of my 

Bradford Middle School students 1970s, 
screen- printing non figurative work. 
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female students had left the school at twelve to be sent back to 
Pakistan to be married.  
 

 
I still feel great sadness when I recall one young girl who came to 
me in tears as she had just found this was to be her fate, she 
described to me how she would have to leave school to be married to 
a relative in Bangladesh live in a village with no water supply, or school 
and become subject to the rule of her mother in law in whose house 
she would live and work. I remember asking senior staff if any thing 
could be done to bring in this girl’s parents to discuss the possibility 
of allowing her to finish her education before her arranged marriage, 
but was informed that we should not interfere with this cultural 
difference, as this is what happened to lots of these female 
students at puberty. I still feel guilt at being part of what I now 
would consider to be part of a system that supported institutional 
cultural gendered abuse.  
 

After a number of years teaching in Bradford I relocated and worked 
as an art specialist in primary schools in Cumbria, both as a class 
teacher with responsibility for art throughout the school, and for a 
while as an artist in residence for ‘Cumbria Arts In Education’ and 
‘Cumbria Outdoors’, leading art projects with staff and children in 
small, rural isolated schools. 
 

My art class of Bradford Middle School students in the late 1970’s. 
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The makeup of these classes was the opposite in terms of ethnicity 
to those I had experienced in Bradford, as the pupils and staff were 
mostly indigenous white, with only one or two children with differing 
ethnic backgrounds. Here I adapted the subject of art to reflect the 
lived experiences of these children, many came from farming families 
and lived in relatively isolated rural communities. At this time, in this 
area, in primary education art was fully integrated into a topic-based 
approach to teaching. 
 

 

 

Working with primary students at Cumbria Outdoors producing artwork as a response to the rural environment. 

 

Pupils from my Cumbrian primary school in the 1980s, drawing a lamb as part of a farming topic (this 

lamb had been hand reared by the girl in the photograph). 
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I accepted the philosophy of this primary integrated topic-based 
approach, and I still feel that it was a rich and meaningful 
environment for integrated learning, where these primary students had a 
degree of negotiated agency to organise their own research, and plan 
their working day. It meant however that art was mainly studied 
within the framework of other subjects and was rarely considered 
critically as a discrete subject. Also, I felt at this time that my own 
practice as an artist was becoming neglected and was quite separate 
from my role as a primary teacher. To sustain this necessary part of 
my artist identity I joined a group of female artist friends for mutual 
support and to act as critical friends, as a group we organised 
exhibitions of our work and visited art galleries together. This 
‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1999) helped me to sustain and 
develop my art practice. I eventually decided to cut down my primary 
teaching to 0.5 and after a great deal of delicate negotiation with the 
head-teacher I secured a job share for my full-time primary post 
that allowed me the time to develop my art practice more fully. I 
looked in vain for an MA course that would integrate both the 
pedagogic aspect of my art interest with the practice element but 
nothing was available at this time. 

Cumbrian primary pupils making ‘Roman 
Artefacts’, which were first drawn in the 
local museum, and then used in a  
‘Roman life in Britain’ performance 
 for school assembly. 
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Due in part to my earlier training, when starting my MA ATS in the 1990s, I still felt a 

degree of ambivalence towards engaging with theory; it was not high on my list of 

priorities.  I also remember still feeling rather uneasy when viewing some exhibitions 

of contemporary art, feeling it was difficult to understand and locate these practices in 

the modernist, progressive framework of western art history that I had unquestioningly 

accepted. Whilst participating on the preceding ATS Summer School at Tate 

Liverpool, I recall meeting an alarming degree of resistance to theory amongst some 

of the other course members, which I think, retrospectively, could have been based in 

fear. This, however had the effect of leading to some very lively and interesting 

debates, debates that pushed me out of my comfort zone and drew me in to start to 

question and articulate my philosophy of art. I became interested in what theory could 

do. This spurred me on to read Foucault’s theories of power in ‘Discipline and Punish’ 

overnight, in order to be able to apply this to the field of art education at the next days 

course debate.  

 

At the start of my MA AT I already possessed an interest in feminist theory, but had 

not really related this to the field of art. My experiences of ‘the personal being political’ 

were amplified by my earlier experiences of being a single parent and a trainee 

teacher of art in the 1970s. These experiences had made me acutely aware of the 

extra problems single, working women with childcare responsibilities faced. By 

attending women’s groups and reading early feminist literature, my consciousness 

was gradually raised, and I started to find words to articulate that which I felt, but I 

could not yet say. Through a combination of reading and debate, I started to 

understand the ways in which society and its institutions were organised to the benefit 

of the overarching structures of patriarchal heteronormity, which excluded other less 

powerful groups such as: women, single parents, ethnic minorities and gay and 

lesbian identities.  

 

As a result of my lived, embodied, gendered experiences, my artwork intuitively 

started to address these ‘disavowed’ themes, and gendered, embodied familial 

subjectivity has remained as a common thread throughout my practice, with sibling 

relationships, mother/daughter histories or ‘herstories’, and mother/pregnant-daughter 

relationships being subjects I have explored through my digital film installations.  
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4.3: My artistic practice on the LJMU ATS course 

As introduced in chapter 1, the LJMU ATS MA (Liverpool John Moores University 

Artist Teacher Master of Arts ) course arose from the collaboration of a number of 

major institutions specialising in the arts, its aims were to enable art teachers (and art 

educators from other sectors) to extend and balance their own studio practice 

alongside the professional demands of teaching. The course was a timely response 

to the changing nature of the disciplines of art, craft and design, art history and 

theory, many of which had come about since the majority of older teachers/art 

educators have gained their initial qualifications. This course was designed to be 

flexible and part-time, taking place mainly during weekends, evenings and school 

holidays. It was multi institutional being situated in LJMU school of education, Tate 

Liverpool and The Liverpool School of Art. The LJMU MA course was structured over 

four semesters containing seven modules, which were: 

 

1. Research methodologies: a theory module, (which included a small module 

entitled ‘The artist teacher as researcher’); 

2. Revisiting practice: a practice module; 

3. Exhibition and display debates in contemporary practice: a gallery module; 

4. Art practices and new technology: a practice module; 

5. Developing art practice: a practice module; 

6. Option module: including theoretical and practical units; 

7. Individual studies module: an exhibition and theoretical module. 

 

A key feature of the course was the contact artist-teachers made with professional 

artists and galleries displaying contemporary practice, which had an influence on the 

development of their own studio practice. In some cases this could be described as 

an encounter with the Real (Lacan, 1989; Atkinson, 2007) of contemporary art, in that 

many of these artist-teachers had to experience a paradigm shift in their 

understanding of art theory and philosophy in order to re-contextualise this change in 

their practice and understanding, to be able to assimilate it into their pedagogy (this is 

further explored in relation to my practice in chapters 5 and 6). 

 
I have made many changes to my own art practice over the past ten years since my 

participation in the MA ATS resulting from my deeper understanding of contemporary 

art and critical theory, which have acted as a catalyst to change my pedagogy and 

educational philosophy. The most notable changes have been: 
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•  A transference of emphasis from an observational and skills based practice 

towards encouraging more conceptual modes of working; 

•  A growth in the use of, and reference made to, contemporary practices; 

•  An exploration of the position of gender within the visual field of art education; 

•  A change in the way that artwork is selected, analysed and utilised by my 

students; 

•  An increase in the use of digital media and other non-traditional modes of 

working in the artwork being produced. 

•  An increase in discussion and questioning leading to in some cases an 

acceptance of emerging artist-learner identities. 

 

These changes have culminated in my students producing more artwork that explores 

issues of culture, gender and identity, often utilising non-traditional materials and 

having non-traditional outcomes. Important factors of this course that acted as a 

catalyst to change were; my exposure to contemporary art practices in digital 

technologies, and my increasing interest in art and critical theory, particularly in 

relation to gender issues in art and education.  

 

During the MA course I was introduced to contemporary theory and new ways of 

practising, and I found emerging digital technology an exciting area in which to 

experiment. Recognising the potential to extend and develop my art practice within 

the new frameworks offered by time-based digital practices, I became increasingly 

interested in the new ways of working they offered to me. Through my exposure to 

contextualised practice in a supportive and creative environment and through being 

introduced to the work of contemporary artists and galleries that used these medias, I 

became increasingly confident in both using and understanding the critical 

perspectives that surround the role of these technologies in contemporary practice. 

Towards the end of the first term I worked on a video installation, which investigated 

the matrilineal duty of generational memory entitled ‘Mothers Hands’ (1999), which 

will be discussed in the following section. 
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4.4: An introduction to digital film installation 

4.4.1: Mother’s Hands 

‘Mother’s Hands’ (1999) focussed on the practice of female memory being kept alive 

through the inheritance of keepsakes and memory boxes that contained treasured but 

non-valuable items, such as: children’s clothing, photographs, and other items of 

historic, sentimental and nostalgic importance. This installation included a short 

looped video film of the hands of my mother sorting through the contents of her 

memory box; bits and pieces she has kept from various key events concerning her 

children over the past fifty years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The installation also included items from my own memory box, associated with my 

own childhood and the childhood of my daughter. These were displayed labelled and 

tagged as museum exhibits which were placed alongside archived, digitally 

manipulated photographs showing these objects in use.  
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Layered on top of some of these images were written memories faintly inscribed onto 

the surface to signify feminine memories, memories that were not valued by the 

mainstream of history or art, memories that were not usually passed on in the written 

form, but as spoken narratives and fragments of stories representing those that were 

lost. 

 

 

 

 
 

These groups of vertically suspended objects were hung in a small, three sided, 

curtained (domestic) enclosure. On the floor of this installation was placed a bag 
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shopping bag containing new-baby clothing (with labels still attached), bought in 

readiness for the imminent arrival of my daughter’s first child, to signify the 

anticipation of the next layer of generational memory to be created. This piece was 

created to address the lack of documentary evidence recording female, domestic and 

child rearing experience in main-steam history, and the deficit of ritual importance 

attached to these practices in dominant patriarchal discourses in art and history.  It 

created an opportunity to explore and document an every-day act of resistance to this 

dominance by foregrounding the practices employed by women in keeping and 

documenting memory of significant events through the creation of collections to be 

passed on to the next generation, supplemented by fragments of oral/aural histories 

passed down mainly through female family lines.  

 

This installation piece was influenced both by analysing the working practice of 

contemporary artists such as Annette Messager, and by visiting time-based media 

work at a contemporary video-art exhibition. Theoretically it was influenced by texts 

on memory inspired by Walter Benjamin (1969) and on the construction of 

photographic memory by Roland Barthes (2000). I was especially interested in 

Barthes’s notions of ‘studium’ and ‘punctum’, the ability of photographic images from 

the past to connect violently through small details. Barthes describes how these 

partial objects shoot out of the photograph like an arrow to pierce the viewer, an effect 

that can be likened to an encounter with a Lacanian Real in relation to how this 

photograph is subsequently viewed. In my photographic images of the past in this 

installation The ‘punctum’ was entered through small objects such as items of clothing 

or shoes found in these images, small items that opened the floodgates of my 

memory. 

 

In positioning my art practice in feminist discourse, the theories of Pollock (1999) and 

Meskimmon (2003) are useful to contextualise the troubled place that women artists 

still inhabit in relation to the received canon of art histories. The challenge for female 

artists, as Meskimmon suggests is to find alternative ways to construct art histories, 

those which include the embodied, historical context of subjectivities, that deconstruct 

the gendered, singular construct, of history and re-present them as histories that are 

gendered, embodied multiple and interlinked (2005: 14). 

 

Meskimmon’s embodied re-positioning of historical subjects allows the re-emergence 

of the female voice that is often dismissed and unheard in the patriarchal structures of 

art history (Irigaray, 2004). The importance given to embodiment in Meskimmon’s 
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description of the female artist’s subjectivity is in accordance with de Beauvoir’s 

construct of female subjectivity, where ‘woman’ it seems, is not a stable concept, but 

rather is portrayed as constantly being in a state of ‘becoming’ and more subject to 

her body. These metaphors can be used to describe the complex repositioning of the 

roles and relationships played out by many girls and women in differing aspects of 

contemporary British society as well as in art education (Dalton, 2001). Both Elizabeth 

Grosz (1994), and Judith Butler (1999) have written extensively about the 

permeability of gender difference and the ways in which that this recent repositioning 

of gender, sexual difference and sexuality have become increasingly important in all 

domains of society, and particularly in areas of visuality. As Meskimmon notes 

women’s art contains elements of its earlier pejorative cultural positioning and reflects 

women’s lack of freedom:  

‘Woman’s art resides at the nexus of materiality, subjectivity and agency, and 
bears the traces and residues of its discursive positioning’ (2005: 14). 

Through contextualising and explaining my artwork, I began to realise that theory was 

not something abstracted and removed from lived experience, but that it was 

something I could use to help me to describe and contextualise my location and 

subjectivity. This allowed me, not only to connect with the world of contemporary art 

through its artists, but also to connect through an understanding of the ideas and 

theories put forward by those who write about art, and create its histories. In the final 

year of my MA course I continued to practically and theoretically explore my received 

family history, a history that had been presented to me through the Super 8 cine films, 

shot and edited by my father.  I had often wondered why the regular screenings of 

this edited version of family history had left me feeling uneasy and misrepresented, 

but as a child I felt powerless to change or challenge this received view.                       
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For my final show I also created an installation that re-edited and theorised my own 

and my siblings received histories. Through a mixture of documentary interview and 

digitised super 8 film I repositioned the voices of my siblings’ as ‘Other’ into the 

received visual family history my father had created. Here my practice was now firmly 

grounded and led by theory. 

 

MA final work, backlit stills from Super 8 film (above). 
 

The five screen video installation and big screen projection: Family History a Re-edit (2001) (below) 
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4.5: Changed pedagogic practices 

In the following section I present a discussion of the impact that the ATS has had on 

my pedagogic practices and my utilisation of theory within that pedagogy. I analyse 

the longitudinal changes this course has had on both my application of theory into the 

practical pedagogical situation. I also discuss the institutional constraints on initiating 

and implementing change at my Sixth Form College.  
 
The MA AT course could be described as an intense period of reconstructing my 

artist-teacher identity. I remember at the time of producing and exhibiting the work 

described above, I felt both excitement and apprehension; the excitement of feeling 

part of the creative process, along with beginning to be able to locate my work within 

critical theory and contemporary practice. This is in line with Wenger’s (1999), theory 

of ‘communities of practice’, where he describes how apprentices are initiated into 

communities of practice by becoming included practically and theoretically within that 

practice, moving from an isolated position on the periphery of the community towards 

feelings of inclusivity within the centre of a group of practitioners.  During this course I 

started to feel part of the art-world debate, rather than existing on the outside and 

feeing isolated from it, as I found in my earlier research (Hyde, 2004), many teachers 

of art describe feeling isolated and out of touch with what is happening in the world of 

contemporary art practice. 
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4.5.1: Introducing digital moving image into pedagogy: The Palm House Project 

 

 

My CPD and exposure to contemporary practices encouraged me to find out more 

about digital technologies, and I began to integrate them further into my own practice 

and teaching. During the period that coincided with second year of my MA course, a 

colleague and I initiated an experimental digital time-based project with a small 

GNVQ Art group (The Palm House Project, 2001). This pilot project was useful in 

helping to evaluate how the students reacted to using emerging technology in their 

artwork. I was surprised both by how easily they acquired the technical skills required, 

and at how creative they were within the constraints of the project. 

 

 

It was also worthy to note that in my role as a teacher I did not always have to provide 

the answers to technical problems; the students shared their knowledge with me as 

they discovered new functions and introduced me to the work they had done on 

computer programmes that they were using at home, many being influenced by 

contemporary digital artists working in the music industry whose work they admired. 
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This is in line with Atkinson’s (2002) work on art teacher identities, where he suggests 

the necessity of taking into account the ‘life-world’ of the student, proposing teachers 

need to question the relevance of the accepted canon of artists to which they expose 

students, as compared to the current media world and its icons within which the 

students exist. Why should a contemporary student of art find Monet’s water-lily 

paintings more interesting than Banksy’s urban graffiti art? 

 

 

The Palm House project was a cross curricular, collaborative project between my 

sixth form college art and design students and of a group of younger year 10 GCSE 

English Language students from a feeder high school. These students worked 

together both off site and within the college to produce text and time-based moving 

image work that celebrated the re-opening of a local refurbished historic palm house. 

It was noticeable how well my students interacted with the younger students involved 

in the project in an instructional way, planning their own teaching and learning 

sessions with these younger students in detail when they were assigned the task of 

teaching them to use the digital video cameras, explaining the moving image side of 

the project with authority. When the poetry and text for inclusion with the images was 

being discussed, it was interesting to note how these roles were amicably reversed 

with the younger students occupying the role of being the ‘experts’ within this field.   

 

This venture highlighted to me the importance to both students and teachers in 

providing live contextualised projects with purposeful outcomes. This was particularly 

useful in assessing the impact of using emerging technologies experimentally in a 

cross-curricular and collaborative way that reached across age groups, and was 

located outside the college environment. The findings from this project are worrying 

when compared with findings from recent research by Downing and Watson’s report 

‘School Art What’s in It’ (2004), which found most of the art practices in the secondary 

schools surveyed were still painting and drawing based; and that the majority of this 
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practice was skills based and formalist, with little importance attached to critical skills. 

It was observed that where critical practices were included most of these were directly 

implicated in informing art practice, and most of the references used were taken from 

the early twentieth century, the majority of these being European, with few references 

made to the art of women, other ethnicities, or to contemporary practices. Downing 

and Watson’s study seems to suggest that much of the art practice in British 

secondary schools still exists within a narrow 20th century modernist paradigm, and 

has yet to engage with the contemporary practices utilised by many contemporary 

artists, or reflect the practices and skills required within related arts-based industries. 

 
As I was engaged in learning to use digital techniques as part of the development of 

my art practice on the MA course, I felt technically as if I was barely one step ahead 

of the students, and often we would collaboratively problem solve technical issues. 

This again is in line with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of ‘situated learning’ within 

a ‘learning community’. I had to learn to listen to students with more technical 

knowledge than I possessed for the good of the project. Relinquishing the control of 

knowledge and leadership however, is difficult for teachers to do. I feel, as teachers 

we often fail to see the potential of the different roles our students can adopt as we 

habitually construct them in a deficit student/learner position. As Freire (1970) noted 

this can be mutually beneficial: 

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher 
cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-students with students-
teachers.   The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is 
himself (or herself) taught in dialogue with the students, who in their turn while 
being taught also teach.   They become jointly responsible for a process in which 
all grow (Freire, 1970:53). 

 

In the next chapter I now wish to turn to my current art practice to analyse how the 

ATS course has continued to influence my art practice and pedagogy. Through an 

exploration relating to issues of the feminine my current digital video work is analysed 

both as research and practice. The psychological conflicts and dilemmas I experience 

as a reflexive gendered and embodied artist-teacher are analysed alongside relevant 

theory and practice to further contextualise my gendered identity construction.  



 142 

Chapter 5: Personal art practice case study  

5.1: Introduction 

This chapter describes and analyses my specific exploration of gender through art 

practice. I the woman/mother/artist investigate the pregnant body of my daughter/ 

woman/mother. This exploration of gender is precipitated through my participation in 

the MA ATS but I now extend the work I produced on this course to address the 

theoretical aspects of this research. This I argue is one of the main values of the ATS 

to initiate research through practice. In the first section I explore and explain the basis 

for the inclusion of art practice in this thesis. I elucidate and theorise my digital video 

installation in relation to issues of the feminine, investigating the problems, 

psychological conflicts and dilemmas I have experienced during its making, reflecting 

on how my current practice relates to my earlier practice-biography (contained in 

chapter 4). I propose in this chapter that the exploration of gender issues that I 

undertake as an artist and as a teacher are revealing, exploring practices and 

pedagogies that have been hidden (perhaps even in ATS evaluations) or ignored in 

these contexts.  My thesis acts as an interruption into this situation by confronting 

these omissions. The metaphor of interruption is used here as a feminist intervention 

into the prevailing patriarchal art practices and pedagogies. This line of study has 

been made possible to me through the configuration and exploration of the idea of the 

artist-teacher, which I have extended to embrace the notion of gender and its 

affects/effects.  

 

As Meskimmon notes : 

Woman’s art resides at the nexus of materiality, subjectivity and agency and 
bears the traces and residues of its discursive positioning (2003:143). 

 Meskimmon reveals here that women’s art is closely bound to notions of materiality, 

with constructs of the feminine being located within socio-cultural contexts. These are 

intensified both by the pejorative positioning of the female position within dualistic 

linguistic structures, and deepened by the patriarchal structuring of western art and its 

written histories. These constructions have been exposed through much recent post-

structuralist and post-modern theory, through which feminist based study 

deconstructs the universal (male) positioning of the artist and the writer of art history, 

re-establishing a place for the pejoratively cast feminine.  
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The following section introduces and contextualises my current art practice in digital 

time-based installation. My artwork (DVD/installation of my art practice Møther: 2007) 

and its theoretical discussion are presented here to question, theorise, contextualise 

and map the maternal in the identity construction of the (female) gendered artist. This 

leads to further questions regarding the (female) gendering of the artist-teacher within 

the social contexts of the sixth form college art department (expanded in chapter 6). 

To some extent this practical art-based research/evidence can also be used to bridge 

the gap that I still perceived to exist between art theory and practice, and can be 

further utilised to investigate the symbiotic relationship of theory and practice in 

contemporary art practices; this is especially prevalent in female and conceptual 

practice (Jones, 2003; Irigaray, 2004).  

 

5.2: A description of my art practice ‘Møther’ (2007) 
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5.2.1: Conception 

My digital video film (Møther: 2007) 

concerns the phenomenology of the 

lived experience of pregnancy and 

birth; it narrates my daughter’s 

experience of pregnancy and home 

birth. In making it, I aimed to ‘give 

voice’ to the mother as ‘Other’ in this 

event, to give voice to the absent-

present in the traditional construct of 

the pregnant woman (Young 2005). I aimed to be explicit within this film about the 

extended feminine, familial relationships it illustrates. My daughter and myself are 

both depicted in our many roles and culturally constructed positions; I am represented 

as the mother/grandmother/daughter/artist-teacher/filmmaker/academic-researcher 

and my daughter as the pregnant-subject/daughter/mother/actor/partner (phrases that 

attempt to capture the fluidity and variety of experience but which inevitably fail!).  

 

Before I began this project I discussed at length and in detail the film’s aims and 

purposes with my daughter (Chrissi), who is a partner in its making, having had joint 

editorial control over what is to be shown or edited out. It was filmed over a two-year 

period while Chrissi was pregnant and during the first year of her son’s life. I was not 

present at the actual birth; Chrissi’s partner Simon and two midwives attended her 

home-birth as she had planned. Simon filmed the immediate post-birth period, and 

Chrissi filmed him with their new son. This film can therefore be described as a 

collaborative family production. This familial, collective process is very different from 

the traditionally constructed artist/model dualism with a singular male artist and a 

detached, voiceless, powerless, female model. This film/installation also differs in the 

structures more usually found within film-making, with the actor/director dualism being 

positioned as separate categories. In my film I aim to give voice to the ‘Others’ 

present to create a ‘we’ where traditionally there was positioned an ‘I’. 

 

Chrissi’s ambivalence towards her experience of pregnancy is revealed, her levels of 

commitment towards her shifting identity as a becoming-mother fluctuate within her 

narrative as she oscillates between daughter, partner, prospective mother and actor. 

My own motherly concerns for her safety and my admiration for her bravery likewise 

create a further degree of instability and tension as they are enmeshed within the 
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roles I inhabit as an artist and researcher. In this film I acknowledge there are multiple 

voices present within my narrative: myself as the artist/film maker, as an 

academic/researcher, as a mother of my daughter, as a prospective grandmother, 

and in reflection as a daughter (of my own mother). These postmodern ‘feedback 

loops’ (Grbich, 2004) are a device used to look at the present from the place of the 

past, to make this ‘everyday-miracle’ of birth strange by questioning the culturally 

imposed dominant identities of the mother and the artist, thereby creating identities-

in-flux.  

 

 

 

 

I can make connections and identify a pattern of family-based narratives emerging in 

my work when I compare my more recent digital film-work Møther (2007) with my 

previous older artwork ‘Family Movies a Re-edit’ (2001), which was created from a 

collection of family films that I analysed and re-edited as final work for my MA ATS 

show (discussed briefly in chapter 4). This digital video installation was an 

intervention into my siblings and my own imposed positioning in the ‘Super 8’ movie 

collection of cine-films shot by my father: silent, coloured moving films that 

documented events from our childhood. As an adult, female artist I intervened in my 

father’s ideal construct of family narrative, challenging and re-editing the positions in 

which we were cast as idealised child/actors, thereby making a feminist intervention 

into this patriarchal discourse of his ideal of a 1960s family. In this artwork I gave 

voice to the silenced childhood ‘Others’ (myself and my siblings). In this film through 

using adult ‘talking heads’ interviews, my siblings talked about their memories of 

being filmed as children. These interviews were collaged and placed alongside the 

sequence of shots they had identified of themselves as children, which I digitised from 

the original footage. This sibling-adult documentary evidence/interview was shaped 

from our (adult) constructed memories of those (sometimes traumatic) events from 

Stills from Family Movies a Re-edit (2001) 
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our childhoods, coloured by the constructed internal narrative we individually held and 

created, this exposed interesting tensions between power, memory, constructed 

narrative, multiples selves and voices, that challenged the singular patriarchal 

construct (of my fathers filmic view), through making our histories collective and 

diologic. The artwork was contextualised within a feminist theoretical framework that 

enabled and supported my conceptual artistic process, providing me with the agency 

to work as an artist in this familial domain. 

 

I have continued to experiment with interventionist film strategies in my current 

practice, where I have again chosen to work within time-based-media situated within 

the familial. I have continued to use social and post-structural feminist theory to 

theorise the personal using the mother-daughter relationship to explore contemporary 

issues through lived experience. As the methodological theorists Denzin and Lincon 

(1998) note, the current field of research is becoming more ‘messy, and uncertain’, 

with multi-voiced texts, cultural criticism and new experimental works becoming more 

commonplace, along with a growth in more ‘reflexive field work’ and ‘intertextual 

representation’ (1998b: 30). This art-practice-as-research sits comfortably within this 

described paradigm shift. 

 

5.2.2: Narrative and emplotment in Møther (2007) 

During the editing of my film Møther (2007), I have purposefully established and 

maintained a sense of real-time through presenting an unfolding story or plot of 

pregnancy, birth and the familial readjustments necessary in learning to live with a 

new infant during the first year of its life. Interspersed within this simple temporal plot 

are multiple other voices and narratives which become evident as the pregnant 

subject disassembles and reassembles her identity. The film aims to construct an 

alternative position both in relation to the complexity of the feminine construct/s of the 

audience, and in the fluidity of the multiple selves presented within this seemingly 

‘essentially’ feminine event of pregnancy and birth. Thereby the film acts as an 

intervention into the more traditionally described fixed position of the ‘Madonna’ 

signifier of the pregnant woman such as that often presented in western visual art and 

adopted in popular culture. 
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I will now briefly outline and describe the narrative of Møther (2007), splitting it into 

three distinct time zones: the pre-natal period, the post-partum period and the first 

year. 

 

5.2.3: Pre-natal 

At the beginning of the film Chrissi talks about her experience of first becoming 

pregnant and she describes how quickly she adjusts to her new dual (pregnant) 

identity. She rapidly moves on to outlining her hopes for the impending birth (this 

section was filmed about a week before she give birth). Chrissi explains how this time 

she hopes to ‘give birth and feel in control’, recalling how during the experience of 

giving birth in hospital to her first son she felt disempowered and out of control. Her 

memory of her first birth experience seems to share many common factors with the 

women who featured in the recent hospital documentary ‘One Born Every Minute’ 

shown on Channel 4 (2010) where women in this documentary recount their 

experiences of what they hope their impending births will be and then tell harrowing 

tales of the actuality of their hospital birthing experiences. Chrissi, in this section of 

the film, describes this first traumatic event of birth in terms of ‘having the birth taken 

away from her’, as if ‘the decisions were all being made for her’, and ‘feeling out of 

control’ she describes the sense of rising ‘panic’ and ‘fear’ she experienced as the 

birth was ‘medicalised’ and managed for her by hospital staff. She states, how, 

because of this traumatic experience she has planned to give birth to her second son 

at home, explaining how she hopes that this time she will feel she has ‘given birth’ 

and not had the experience ‘taken from her control’.  

 

Chrissi and her partner Simon booked a private midwife to attend her during this 

event, as at this time (2006) the local hospital would not guarantee a supported home 

birth, and did not have water birth facilities. Interestingly, only 0.5% of all births in the 

Wirral area took place at home in 2006, which is worse than the national average for 

home births for that that year (still only 2.55%). In 2009 the law regarding home birth 

changed, now in theory by the end of 2009 every woman has the right to ask for a 

home birth if required.  

( http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Parents/HavingABaby/Givingbirth: accessed 2009). 

 

During this section of the film Chrissi discusses her phenonomenology of pregnancy. 

Exposing her abdomen she relates her lived experience of pregnancy and recounts 
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how she is situated and constructed within the socio-cultural and medical domains 

she experiences, explaining how these impact on her identity construction and sense 

of agency. 

5.2.4: Post-partum 

In the ‘post partum’, mid-section of the film, Chrissi describes how calm the whole 

process of giving birth at home had been for her. She narrates how she woke with 

contractions in the night but did not bother to wake her partner Simon for a long 

period of time as she was not worried about having to rush to the hospital, and she 

did not have to worry about organising care for her other young son to enable the 

more usual decampment to hospital in the middle of the night. She was able to get 

some rest until morning. She rang the midwives at breakfast time and they arrived at 

her home soon after her older son had left to go to school. The new baby was born by 

lunch-time, and Chrissi describes how during her labour neither she nor her partner 

Simon felt afraid for her safety, and how there were no emotional tears after the birth 

(as there had been during the first birth), suggesting further that this is because she 

felt more in control when she gave birth in the blow up pool (which is similar to a 

cheap children’s paddling pool) in her living room. She narrates that although she 

experienced feeling a great force and pain,  ‘it was a manageable pain that was in her 

control’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film stills: Chrissi, a few moments after giving birth at home,  

filmed by Simon (above left)  

 

The blow-up plastic pool in her living-room where the birth took place, 

Filmed by Simon (above right) (Møther 2007). 
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Chrissi transmits in this section of the film 

how she was empowered by being able to 

state her needs in terms of her birth 

position and her other physical and bodily 

requirements, and that she felt these were 

respected. She relates how important she 

feels it was that she was in her familiar 

surroundings during this important event 

and that there wasn’t any unnecessary 

medical intervention imposed on her 

during her birth giving. She describes how the midwives (both of whom she had 

developed a good relationship with, and who she knew well and trusted by the time of 

the birth) sat at her table in an adjoining room, just out of view for most of the time… 

and yet she knew they were within easy calling distance if she needed them. These 

midwives respected her need for peace, quiet and concentration, yet they checked on 

her often by enquiring how and what she was feeling, and by asking her to describe 

her experience and sensations, while discretely monitoring the birth process for signs 

of any medical problems developing. Chrissi explains how they were ‘reassuring 

without being overbearing’, giving her encouragement and explaining any 

issues/information she needed to know regarding the impending birth.  

 

During this whole experience, Chrissi feels valued as a subject and as a prospective 

mother, she feels her voice is listened to and her confidence in her own ability to give 

birth is actively encouraged, she maintains a great degree of agency during her 

experience of giving birth within her familiar surroundings. Within four hours of the 

birth she is welcoming family visitors into her house to meet the new arrival. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chrissi and her new son four hours after giving birth. 

(left) (Møther 2007) 
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5.2.5: The first year 

 

I continue to film Chrissi and her 

new infant ‘Sonny’ at intervals 

during the first year of his life, using 

mainly a ‘talking heads’ interview 

technique. During this latter stage of 

the film Chrissi recounts issues 

relating to her lived experience of 

motherhood, and of the adjustments 

she has to make to her life in 

response to the demands of living 

with a new baby, such as breast feeding, and dealing with a lack of sleep. She also 

recalls the socio-cultural pressures she experiences, for example, in regaining her 

pre-pregnancy body shape. Many of the statements she makes illustrate the 

contradictory positions she adopts, showing how her identity is in a state of flux. I end 

the film with a short shot of her continuing to breast-feed her tired, talking, tooth-

bearing, one-year-old after his first birthday party, this is to illustrate the symbolic 

entry of the child into the realm of language and the breaking of the intimate 

embodied, non-verbal maternal bonds.  

 

Through this collaborative venture Chrissi and I aim to explore issues relating to the 

construct of the mother in contemporary society, through an analysis of the 

(unspoken) multiple, contradictory, fragmented experiences that challenge a more 

traditional (imposed) mother child construct. This film blurs the boundaries between 

fiction, art and documentary in the struggle to present a more nuanced, 

contextualised description of interdependent familial female subjectivity (a position 

that as Kristeva (1985) notes is disavowed in western patriarchal culture). Through 

this re-focussing on the familial feminine constructs, and in the positioning of myself 

as mother/grandmother/artist and of my daughter/mother as its subject also raises 

questions about how art is constructed, by whom and for what audience: questions 

that can be further applied to the gendering of art education.  
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‘Mothers’ Still photograph taken by Jeff Adams 2007  

 

The next section examines more closely the phenomenology of pregnancy as 

presented in the film (which it is included as a DVD) as an example of feminine 

gendered art practice. I present through text and digital still images taken from the 

film Chrissi’s description of her experience of pregnancy. I examine her changing 

identity in relation to her pregnancy and reflexively examine my position as both a 

gendered artist-teacher and as a mother/grandmother.  
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5.2.6: The phenomenology of pregnancy explored through film 

In an early section of the film Chrissi 

describes how she feels the movement of 

the foetus as ‘alien’ at times and 

uncomfortable, she expresses her fears of 

the foetus ‘not being like her’ but she 

suggests how she experiences a social 

expectation to maintain and present her 

pregnant self as an ‘earth mother figure’, 

being passive and content. She talks of her 

ambivalence towards her pregnant state, 

how at times it is uncomfortable and how 

she sometimes feels anger at the state of 

physical unease the foetus causes her. 

She quickly follows this with descriptions of 

guilt in expressing these emotions, in that 

they are directed towards the helpless 

foetus that she has the duty to protect.  

Chrissi describes being like a vessel 

containing something precious that she 

has to look after, relating how her 

connection with the foetus as a 

prospective person ebbs and flows as 

she tries to come to terms with her sense 

of doubling. 

 

Chrissi outlines the changes this enforces 

on her recent more singular (non-

pregnant) identity. She expresses a fear 

of becoming over-connected with the 

notion of the foetus as a baby/person in 

case things go wrong, feeling she must 

protect herself from the possible hurt its 

death would cause her.  
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Chrissi overwhelmingly describes how 

pregnancy for her is occupied with 

feelings of uncertainty. In contrast to this 

however, she describes how she 

remembers having sensations of 

emptiness after giving birth to her first 

child, even though the baby was born, 

present, and well, she still relates to 

feeling a great sense of the loss of their 

co-joined, shared intimacy experienced 

during their pregnant coexistent state. 

She goes on to describe pregnancy as 

a sensation of having something or 

somebody with her all the time, 

suggesting she never feels lonely when 

she is pregnant. When Chrissi depicts 

the position of the foetus is occupying 

within her, she often moves her hands over 

her abdomen, stroking and communicating 

through touch with the foetus, describing its 

position and co-existent state within her 

body.  

While I film Chrissi, I think back to her 

being enclosed within my womb and I re-

live the experience of pregnancy in a once-

removed yet visceral, embodied way as 

she describes her own 

phenomenology of pregnancy. To 

some extent I still physically feel the 

trace of her past positioning within 

me. When she first reveals her 

abdomen I am momentarily shocked 

by the swollen size of it, she seems 

so vulnerable, anchored by its weight. 

I am suddenly reminded of a Piero 

della Francesca Quattrocento 
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Madonna del Parto painting I have seen, as 

Chrissi sits with a serene face. Her thin pale 

arms are framed by the bright slashes of 

the scarlet red of her parted over-shirt that 

frame her pale distended moon-like 

abdomen rising from her lap, etched with 

blue veins like some ancient faded road 

map. This largeness is made more so when 

she stands, I decide to walk round her 

holding the camera at waist level to 

emphasise her extreme body change. I feel a great empathy towards her, and wish 

as her mother I could bear some of its weight for her. Yet as an artist I am fascinated 

with this bodily etching; the visual stigmata of her lived experience of pregnancy. 

 

The temporal leap I make between our 

pregnant states makes me think back to my 

own mother, and I imagine an embodied 

linkage extending through female lines, a 

connection that is negated in western 

patrilineal culture. If I were to try and trace 

my ancestral female line it would be lost after 

a few generations, my encultured position 

does not allow me to easily trace mother to 

female-child-genealogies. My own mother 

knows little of her female ancestors beyond her 

own mother, I experience a sense of cultural 

violence in relation to this loss of feminine 

belonging and silenced histories. 
 

My mother with her mother c.1920 (above, left) 

My mother with her great grand child 2006 (right) 

 

While thinking of my mother I contemplate the 

writing of Iris Young (2005) who describes how a 

pregnant woman’s bodily boundaries shift as the 

focus of her ‘bodily self-location’ is divided 

between her changing abdomen and her head. 
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This splitting of the unified self is not to be confused with a Cartesian division, which 

describes the notion of a body-mind split. Young describes a pregnant cycle of non-

self-directed growth and change that is located within a set bodily time scale, leading 

to ‘a unique temporality of process and growth in which the pregnant woman can 

experience her self as split between past and future,’ (2005:47). This temporal divide 

adds a further interesting time-based dimension, one that gives a new reading to the 

notion of a body-clock. This notion of time-travel (or feedback loops) is illustrated in 

the way I can easily slip between the feeling of being mother, daughter and 

grandmother simultaneously.  The pregnant woman in Young’s reading is located 

within a temporal short-circuit, which can, by lived experience, lead her to identify her 

own pregnant state with the site of her own existence as a foetus in the womb of her 

mother, and also as an infant experiencing the pleasure of feeding from her mother’s 

body.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                     

.http://www.breastfeedingtorfaen.org.uk/images/gallery/cassatt.jpg 

http://img0.liveinternet.ru/images/attach/b/3/18/377/18377945_Mary_Cassatt_2_ak.jpg  

 

   

                                                                Film stills Møther (2007) 

 

Mary 

Cassat 
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Young further describes the narcissism and eroticism that a woman may experience 

in her pregnant body, when she can sometimes be enjoying (for the first time?) a 

pleasure in her changing bodily contours during the process of her pregnancy. She 

advocates that these forbidden pleasures can lead to a recollection of the repressed 

enjoyment she experienced of her own mother’s body (Young, 2005:47), feelings she 

may have suppressed as the Oedipalised organisation of the family does not 

recognise these mother to infant pleasures and in fact ‘disavows’ them (Kristeva, 

1980: 239). The enjoyment of the intimate, bodily and emotional contact shared 

between mother and infant has been referenced and explored in the work of woman 

artists such as Mary Cassat and Paula Moderson-Becker (Betterton, 1996). 

 

Four weeks after giving birth Chrissi describes the pleasures she experiences in 

breast-feeding her son, relating how for her, time seems to stand still while they are 

both engrossed in this intimate bond. She likens feeding-time to an act of meditation, 

explaining how her son makes appreciative noises while he suckles, showing his 

reciprocal pleasure in her ability to nourish him.  She also talks of the sensuous 

pleasure of skin-to-skin contact with her infant. These are the ‘disavowed’ pleasures 

that Kristeva and Young speak of, the sensual semi-erotic pleasure of mothering, 

which in many ways this can be seen to compensate after birth for the loss of the 

physical proximity of the foetus experienced during pregnancy. 

 

I remember back to the difficulty I had in breast-feeding Chrissi out of the home 

environment, the only places available to breast-feed while out with a baby in the 

northern town in which I lived in the 1970s were public toilets!  I recall being asked to 

‘move along’ by a policeman while sitting on a park bench while attempting to 

breastfeed her as it was considered ‘indecent’. Although this taboo has lessened now, 

forms of gendered social control relating to this necessary function still exist in some 

public places and workplaces. Women who return to work while still breast-feeding 

are often relegated to expressing milk in toilets, and work-based nurseries are still 

uncommon and under supported financially. Many artist-teachers who are mothers of 

infants that I have interviewed, talk of the difficulties of negotiating basic care for their 

children while they work in education, and relate the added stress this places on their 

return to work after maternity leave. 

 

In his text ‘Phenomenology of Perception’ Merleau-Ponty describes an ‘intentional 

arc’ that brings experience within ‘the realm of the unified bodily subject’ (1962:406). 

The internalisation of the foetus as ‘Other’ challenges his notion of the unified subject, 
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however pregnancy reveals a conceptual framework of bodily experience in which the 

notion of a recognisable unity of self dissolves, at the same time as the body 

continues to care for itself as it carries out this project of pregnancy (Young, 2005). 

The pregnant subject is not fully in control of this process, she may have chosen to 

become pregnant, and yet the established pregnancy has its own agency, momentum 

and time-scale. The thoughts and actions of the pregnant woman can still carry out 

her individual intentions, but the pregnancy will still develop towards its conclusion 

while out of her thoughts. Sometimes the woman’s pregnancy may be physically 

limiting, it may suddenly remind her of its separate yet enclosed existence as she 

squeezes herself through a small space or doorway, the internal movements the 

foetus makes also suddenly can bring the pregnancy back into her thought, as can 

the other bodily changes it brings into being.  

 

As Rich (1976) described in the passage below, these movements are experienced 

on two levels both within the pregnant subject as belonging to her, and also within her 

as not hers, but as belonging to another, as ‘Other’: 

In early pregnancy the stirring of the foetus felt like ghostly tremors of my own 
body, later like the movements of a being imprisoned within me; but both 
sensations were my sensations, contributing to my own sense of physical and 
psychic space. (Rich, 1976: 105 ) 

A further central issue to my art practice element of this study is concerned with the 

ways in which the representation of the pregnant body and its visualisation have 

changed in response to the recent debates in theory, popular culture and 

contemporary art. An important question to be posed in this part of the research asks: 

to what extent is the subjectivity of the woman represented or negated within these 

visualisations? Is she represented as being a passive container for the foetus, or is 

the lived experience of her embodied pregnancy represented and valued? How in 

turn does this relate to the culturally specific, social and private spheres in which her 

pregnancy is played out, and how do these factors relate to issues of power, 

regulation and control of this event that could alleviate the autonomous existence of 

the pregnant woman as a subject ? (Lyerly, 2006) 
 

5.2.7: My position as an artist-mother 

My ethical position as artist and mother is a delicate, negotiated compromise, and 

while filming I concentrate more on the discussion we are having, feeling that I do not 

want to exploit the situation, or damage the flow of conversation by adjusting the 
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camera angle, or by asking Chrissi to 

repeat information for a better shot. 

This film could be described as being 

situated within the style of ‘Cinema 

Verite’ or ‘fly on the wall 

documentary’, but here, I aim 

additionally to communicate within it 

our relationship as a mother and 

daughter, revealing something of our 

cooperative, negotiated situation as artist and model/actor, filmmaker/story teller. I 

analyse this footage later and use it to locate and extend my newly acquired theory.  

 

In this film I have been led by theory when I conceptualise my work and I am 

influenced by it reflexively on later viewings. It is as if I can still drift in and out of 

theoretical awareness one the one hand I can still at times practice as the intuitive 

artist I was previously, working reactively and by instinct. On the other hand I more 

often now drift back into being a critically aware artist, practicing within in an 

awareness of theory as I plan, make, reflect and contextualise my artwork. 

 

While I film Chrissi we are situated in her home, at opposite sides of the table where 

we often sit with a cup of tea and discuss our daily lives. The camera is placed just 

below my eye level close to me to signify my gaze, and yet with no ceremony, it sits 

on top of a pile of magazines and children’s books on the dining table to shoot the 

conversation. The admission of the relationship between the female artist/mother and 

daughter/model is what makes this work different to other depictions of pregnancy I 

have analysed. It shares a linkage of familial empathy. My film-work has some 

similarities here to Laura Mulvey’s film ‘Riddles of the Sphinx: 1977’, in that the 

eye/lens of the camera becomes my own eye, positioned in the place of the mother-

who-is-artist, not detached from her subject but relating to her in multiple ways. The 

perceived audience for this work is female, and she is invited to view this 

conversation as a fellow embodied viewer. This feminine audience is invited to 

construct and deconstruct her identity as she identifies with or rejects the positions 

adopted. This creates an interruption of Mulvey’s (1989) theory of the ‘cinematic gaze 

of male desire’. My film places the embodied feminine at the centre of the viewed and 

the viewing, she is not placed as an essential feminine construct, but as a culturally 

situated feminine construct in flux. 
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During this particular time of filming (less than a week from the birth) a period that is 

emotionally charged for both of us, I palpably feel both her excitement and concern, 

and I am in equal measures, impressed by her bravery and concerned for her 

welfare, as her impending home-birth draws closer. On another level I am also aware 

that as a trained actor Chrissi is not too concerned at the prospect of giving a 

performance and of ‘being on show’ – but as her mother I do not wish to increase her 

levels of stress any further at this important time, and I want to take care of her on an 

emotional and physical level.  As a female/mother/artist I have to take into account all 

these layers of relationships and roles as I consider where I seek to negotiate the 

narrative and meaning of the film as an artist, and where, I retreat from this position 

as a mother, this feels like a delicate tug-of-war taking place on a tight-rope. 

 

I have discussed my ideas for this project with Chrissi at length and in advance, and I 

have given her complete editorial control to remove any parts of the conversation, 

and any of the film shots that she is not comfortable with. I am still unsure if she will 

want to participate right up to the moment of filming, as she is quite emotionally 

volatile at this time. I want this to be a cooperative venture, we have discussed how 

Simon her partner will film the immediate post-natal period and Chrissi will also film 

him with their new son. Neither of them wanted to film the actual birth nor did they 

want cameras present, and I fully respect their choice. To simulate the narrative of the 

water birth in the film, I decided to montage published footage from the Internet of a 

water-birth interspersed with Chrissi’s voice and a description of the event, to signify 

the actual moment of birth and I created a montage of sound effects from sampled 

recordings and footage. 

 

5.2.8: Ethics and editing 

The editing process is a powerful site for the creation (and re-creation) of meaning, 

where I as the artist/editor have power, and feel an ethical responsibility to construct a 

negotiated shared/group narrative. I still, however have some concerns regarding the 

ethical position of working with my family; I have asked myself often, does Chrissi 

really want to do this? Or, is she still to some extent just wanting to please me as her 

mother? I believe we have found some shared ground in our common belief that the 

subjectivity of the phenomenology of the becoming mother is an under researched 

area, and we decided to move the project forward and to film, but with the 

understanding that she may stop at any time, and that she has the right to request me 
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to remove and edit out any parts of the film she is uncomfortable with. Chrissi is a 

trained actor and when working within this role she can distance herself as a person 

from the construct of herself as she appears on screen, often with a surprising degree 

of detachment, being used to the rigours of both stage and TV acting. I have often 

been astonished that she can disengage herself in this way, as I find the sound and 

sight of my self on film uncomfortable viewing. During a final edit viewing she 

describes herself as she is portrayed in the film as ‘the friend she would like to have 

had while pregnant’. I feel satisfied on hearing this that I have not mis-represented 

her, and that our message is working towards our joint intentions.  

 

When showing my film in a London University venue, it was located as an installation 

in a small darkened space with a single bench that allowed only one person to view 

the film at a time, this was to signify that as a woman you have to face the physicality 

of this event on your own. I felt the weight of responsibility as a young heavily 

pregnant artist-teacher entered to observe it. I felt she may already be worried about 

her impending birth and I didn’t want to make her feel worse, and yet I was intensely 

curious to hear what she felt on watching the film. She stated on emerging that she 

found the film an empowering experience and she noted our close (mother-daughter) 

relationship. I remember this surprised me at the time as I felt I had edited most of 

myself out of the narrative, and yet my gaze remained and I was identifiable through 

my feminine/maternal position. She stated how refreshing it was to hear about a 

positive experience of home birth, as all the information provided for her had taken it 

for granted that she would give birth in hospital, and home births had been presented 

to her as risky, inconvenient and to a degree as irresponsible. 

 

5.3: Theoretical issues relating to gender arising from Møther 

and my current art practice. 

The body has recently become the site of much discussion in contemporary theory, 

with concepts such as embodiment, gender, and sexual difference being contentious 

issues. These debates raise questions as to what extent the body has become a 

phantasmic surface that can only be said to fully exist in theory. The tensions that 

exist in relation to the opposing theoretical positions that locate the pregnant body 

necessitate further exploration through the contextualisation of the lived encultured 

experience of the phenomenology of pregnant subjectivity/ies, which is the premise 

for my film. The famous 1970s feminist slogan ‘the personal is political’ still resonates 
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in current debates about what constitutes ‘personal’ ‘political’ ‘private’ and ‘public’ in 

artwork and in academic writing. 

 

Butler (1990, 1993), Deleuze (1987, 1993), Grosz (1994), Gatens (1996), Irigaray 

(1985), Kristeva (1984), Pollock (2007) and Young (2005), have all entered into 

important philosophical arguments regarding the construction and location of the 

gendered, encultured, material body, some of the arguments put forward by these 

theorists suggest that it may even become necessary to reconstruct and expand the 

philosophical field to some extent, especially if sexual difference becomes a 

mainstream philosophical problem (Colebrook, 2001: 124; Meskimmon, 2003: 71). 

This theoretical paradigm shift raises further questions as to how these newly 

reconstructed, gendered bodies can then be located in contemporary art practice and 

theory, and how, for this research, they are to be represented visually and 

orally/aurally through time-based media. This raises questions as to how the location 

of these embodied, gendered subjectivities can be further contextualised within the 

contemporary and historic fields of art and art education. 

 

Whilst reading relevant literature to review the location of the body in contemporary 

theory, I have found that there appears to be an additional difficulty in situating the 

pregnant body within many of these existing theories. In light of these theoretical 

changes how are maternal bodies to be re-positioned in western culture? How are 

they to be represented and differentiated, and why are maternal bodies valued 

sometimes while at others thought of as inappropriate? How is the maternal body 

constituted in relation to the body of the foetus? Some of the most notable problem 

areas that repeatedly arise in these texts relate to notions of sexual difference, 

biologism and essentialism. Alongside these contested terms are cast the additional 

problems of identity, subjectivity/ies, lived experience, technology and issues of 

agency, regulatory power, ethics and control.  

 

Some of the questions that arose were how I as a gendered film maker/installation 

artist, could approach, visualise and theorise the phenomena of the pregnant body 

without falling into the mire of biological essentialism. Can I even legitimately describe 

this productive episode as the preserve of a ‘woman’, or do I now have to assign this 

state or ‘event’ of pregnancy as happening to a minority group that are only named or 

become ‘women’ for that short period of their child-bearing existence? Can I for 

example, be described as a woman when I am post-menopausal and can no longer 

procreate (at least not without medical intervention)? Can my sister be a woman if 
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she no longer has a womb due to radical cancer surgery? Can pregnancy now 

legitimately be ‘performed’ in a Butlerian sense as the visual artist Virgil Wong (1999) 

has proposed through his film that explores performative notions of male pregnancy?  

Can the period of pregnancy still even be described in any way as a ‘natural’ event – 

a biological phenomena when medical technology now so often intervenes (such as 

in the case of assisted reproductive technologies)? What takes place when this notion 

of a ‘natural event’ is enhanced by technologies used in medical practices, 

technologies that are applied in a pejorative fashion to alternately both regulate and 

control the experience of pregnancy and birth? (Young, 2005: Wolf, 2001). 

Additionally, can some technologies be described as a positive force that can be 

utilised to break the links between the creator and the bearer, thereby opening 

possibilities of reconfiguring the existing hetero-normative family structures such as 

Haraway (1990) has proposed? Haraway suggests that the severing of the binary 

hetero-normative connection by technology could in turn lead to a break in the linkage 

between sex, gender and pregnancy altogether. (This de-linkage has recently been 

explored and policed at great length in the media in Thomas Beattie’s pregnancy 

(2009). Beattie is a legally recognised transgendered ‘man’ who carried a child to 

term and gave birth.)  

 

An important question raised by Kristeva in the mid 1980’s still remains unanswered, 

when she asks: ‘what is it about this representation [of the patriarchal, Christian, 

Maternal] that fails to take account of what a woman might say or want about of the 

Maternal?’ (1985: 101). This question raises further queries as to who is presenting 

this information and for what audience? Further more, how is a woman to distinguish 

her subjective desire for a (male) child from her patriarchal construction as a woman, 

a woman who not only wants to please, but who may not be able to distinguish her 

desire for a child from the maternal role imposed on her? (Kaplan, 1992: 4). To add to 

this layered complexity of pregnant subjectivity, all too often in patriarchal cultures it is 

only the male child that is valued (see recent articles on female infanticide or 

gendercide in China and India, where gendercide committed against female children 

is described as the world’s ‘single biggest holocaust’,  

(Farah: 1997: http://www.gendercide.org/case_infanticide.html). 

 

Many of the issues presented above have become especially important for 

contemporary women theorists and artists to explore; as the taboo of pregnancy as a 

subject for depiction has lessened, and women as artists, (as mothers, daughters and 

grandmothers) are given agency to explore these new territories in relation to the re-
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construction of gendered identities and subjectivities.  Motherhood and pregnancy 

was in the recent past regarded in some feminist circles as a taboo subject for 

feminist research (Oakley 1997), with its tacit links to normative heterosexuality and 

has only recently regained the focus of theoretical interest in many fields. This was 

evidenced in the conference I recently attended at Birkbeck entitled M(o)ther Trouble 

(May 2009), which provided a welcome platform and space to discuss, map and 

theorise the maternal in contemporary culture. It seems that after a period of silence 

in some theoretical fields, the maternal can now once again start to be explored from 

the perspective of female subjectivity – hence my film. 

 

In 1996 after a formal lecture about the relationship between the concept of maternity 

and issues of feminine agency Griselda Pollock questioned Julia Kristeva about the 

choices women faced in accommodating maternity and heterosexuality. 

Kristeva replied: 

I want to fill in a void in feminist theory around maternity…Since the moment of 
Simone de Beauvoir and her circle, there has been an insistence on the necessity 
for women to claim their sexual freedom, which often involved a rejection of 
motherhood…This trend, however, suspended many critical issues. For instance, 
we were unable to rethink the working norms of civilisation and culture around 
motherhood, for it seemed as if the pleasures and desires as well as the social 
regulations figured by the concepts of the mother in the home–la mere au foyer– 
were null and without future significance. For this reason the vast majority of 
women were unmoved by the feminist movement…This revealed to me that 
although we have a dominant discourse on rights, we have no discourse on 
history ( Kristeva:1996, in Pollock: 2007: 27). 

Kristeva then proceeds to draw further on the work of Hannah Adrent to question who 

gives life in order to define maternity, and further proposes that the maternal body is a 

profoundly social figure of enormous significance, suggesting that the maternal body 

is positioned to transform the violence of eroticism into tenderness:   

The maternal body is the frontier for that translation that permits a human being 
to live, to not become psychotic, to not die in solitude, but to live. This gives 
women an enormous role, namely the destiny of humanity is in the hands of 
women (ibid). 

Importantly Kristeva further recommends that this is not merely a biological model, 

but that this notion of the maternal can be enacted as a social function, such as in 

teaching or in friendship ‘by the favour of the self extended towards the other, as in 

the mother’s experience of the child’ ( Kristeva: 1996, in Pollock: 2007: 28). This is a 

radical model to apply to both the field of art production and art education where 

notions of competitiveness and individualism dominate. 
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There was an important division in the seventeenth century, between the differing 

relationships of the body politic towards those designated as woman and those as 

men, as Gatens suggests this was in reality a contract only entered into by men: 

…woman in fact never makes the transition from the mythical ‘state of nature’ to 
the body politic. She becomes nature. She is necessary to the functioning of 
cultural life, she is the very ground which makes cultural life possible, yet she is 
not part of it (Gatens, 1996:51). 

Gatens here points out the troubled binary gendering that positions women as ‘Other’ 

to mainstream cultural existence, normalising the links between woman and nature, 

and creating an allegiance between men with culture. From this time until the present 

day, traces of these enlightenment binary constructs have continued to inform the 

way in which gender roles are designated in the public and the private sphere in the 

west. There have, however, always been differing class and race distinctions that 

further complicate and intersect these primary, binary constructs. For example during 

the Victorian era distinctions between female and male gendered bodies were highly 

differentiated in the middle classes, and yet for the working classes, both women’s 

and children’s bodies were treated in a similar way to men’s as their labour was 

appropriated in the mills to feed the newly industrialised state, illustrating that differing 

standards of appropriate behaviour and acceptability were expected of women 

depending on class.  

 

5.3.1: The location of pregnant/maternal body in visual art 

 

In much contemporary popular science 

and many aspects of the media the 

(female) body is commonly constructed 

as being ‘natural’ or a part of ‘raw 

nature’, a position from which it is then 

gradually integrated into culture or 

cultured. Because of this inherent linking, 

‘woman’ becomes associated with the 

position of nature and ‘man’ with culture 

(Gatens, 1996: 51). In one of the first 

secular landscape paintings La 

Tempesta (1503), Giorgione depicts a 

landscape in which is situated a semi-

 http://www.artchive.com/artchive/g/giorgione/tempest.jpg 
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naked woman nursing an infant, seated under a tree as if sheltering from a lightening 

storm. This composition also depicts a fully clothed man passing by on the bottom 

left. Information about the narrative content of this work is unclear, when writing on 

this work in the 1950s, Gombrich (1972: 250) proposes that the figure of the woman 

may have been included as she could be the mother of some future hero, cast out of 

the distant city depicted in the background. The clothed man is not mentioned, except 

to point out he may be a friendly shepherd who has discovered her. This woman, it 

seems, cannot be situated in this landscape as a person in her own right, the fact that 

she is depicted as semi-naked is not remarked on. She is of the landscape and 

affiliated to nature, and what is more she could even be placed in it as an allegory of 

the fertile land, a position that is enhanced by her nursing of an infant. 

 

  

 

Artists such as Barbra Kruger in the 1980s still 

sought to question this allegiance of woman to 

nature.  In her graphic work entitled ‘We Won’t 

Play Nature to Your Culture’ (1983), Kruger 

depicts this slogan emblazoned onto an 

appropriated image of a cropped head of a 

female with small leaves placed over her eyes 

which is set against a backdrop of grass. 

Taken as an example of the allegorical function 

of Kruger’s work, it could be said to challenge 

the concept of men as producers of culture and 

women as products/producers of nature. The 

message Kruger puts forward in this piece is 

one of a binary opposition; us-verses- them; 

you are with us (women), against them (men). 

This vestige of the nature/culture female/male dualism was still an important issue for 

women artists in the 1980s. 

5.3.2: The troubled position of the Madonna in western art  

Much has been written about the way that Christianity has appropriated motherhood 

within the iconography of the ‘Madonna’ mother and child dualism, in which 

motherhood has come to represent femininity (Kristeva, 1983; Warner, 1985). In 

http://thingtheory2009.files.wordpress.com/2009/04/kruger.jpg 
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‘Alone of All her Sex’, Marina Warner (1985), explores the Christian paradox of Mary 

the virgin mother, cast against the dualism of Eve as the eternal temptress. Warner 

suggests that in Catholicism (and to some degree in all Christian based cultures) 

women are only offered these two opposing models of womanhood, one of them 

being unattainable (the virgin mother), and the other resulting in being cast as the 

source of men’s downfall into original sin (the sexual temptress). This unsatisfactory 

dualism negates the lived experience of women as mothers. In ‘Stabat Mater’ (1983) 

Julia Kristeva suggests that although Christianity uses a refined symbolic construct, it 

is a ‘masculine appropriation of the maternal […] a fantasy masking primary 

narcissism’ (2006, Kristeva, in Reckitt & Phelan: 234). As Kristeva notes here, this 

masculine construct of the (perfect, pure) mother ameliorates the lived experience of 

the embodied (desiring) mother. 

 

The difficult positioning of women within Christianity cast alongside the problems of 

the past (and present) restriction of women in educational, social and political spheres 

is reflected in the construction and positioning of women artists (Perry, 1999). In the 

nineteenth and twentieth century as further freedom was being acquired by women in 

political and social spheres, the socially constructed categories of femininity and 

masculinity were starting to be challenged. However, it wasn’t until the mid-nineteenth 

century that women artists started to deconstruct the ‘contrived orders of sexual 

difference’ (Pollock, 1988: 64), differences that helped to structure what middle class 

women artists could and could not paint. Subjects such as the domestic interior and 

portraits of children were available to female artists such as Morrisot and Cassat, who 

often depicted mothers and children in their work. More openings were being 

negotiated into the art world for women artists in the mid twentieth century with the 

application of psychoanalytic theories to the field of visual, theories that challenged 

some of the gender specific assumptions contained within the myths of creativity and 

Modernism.  

 

The ways in which the identities of female artist-teachers who are pregnant and/or 

mothers are constructed is affected by the stain of normalised patriarchal structures 

both in art history and in the social sphere of art education. As Betterton noted 

(1996:165) there has been a problem situating the gendered embodied state of the 

female artist when she works with the traditional nude, especially the maternal nude.  
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This phenomenon was explored in her text that analysed the troubled relationship 

between maternal nude and the female artist, specifically through the art of Paula 

Modersohn Becker and Kathe Kollwitz, female artists who both depicted the maternal 

as the subject of their work. 

 

 
                                                                 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The traditional construct of the western artist during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century was male, and the notion of the female artist was not often 

considered. Woman here was cast as passive/feminine/subject/object, and the artist 

as a male, virile/active/detached/observer. This naturalised dualism is disrupted when 

the female artist cannot act as a distanced, impartial observer by her admittance of 

  2.  http://www.bluffton.edu/womenartists/ch10%2820c%29/modersohnnursing.jpg 

   1.  http://www.independent.co.uk/multimedia/archive/00008/Modersohn_Becker_8478t.jpg 

 

  4.   http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://web.ncf.ca/ek867/kollwitz.mother.jpg 

 

3.  http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://windshoes.new21.org/art-gallery/kollwitz/w5_1.jpg 

 



 168 

her own embodied status (and in the case of her female model), in her likeness to the 

body she observes, the female artist possesses a lived empathy towards her subject 

and cannot objectify her body in the same way. Betterton’s description of this 

intervention allowed me in addition to consider what would happen when the artist is a 

woman and a mother, and to further imagine the multi-layered, embodied linkage, 

when the artist is a woman, mother and a grandmother, and her model is her 

pregnant daughter. I have found this complex assemblage of subjectivities to be a 

rich area for my research.  

 

My art practice Møther (2007) explores the paradigm of embodied pregnancy in a 

technologically enhanced culture through the phenomenology of lived experience. 

During the digital era of the past decade the body has been revisited as a site of 

performance, creating a critique of the Cartesian subject, reformulating it into a 

‘dispersed, multiply identified postmodern subject both in theory and practice’ (Jones 

in Mirzoeff 1998:599). As Jones suggests, the recognition of the becoming body/self 

as dispersed and multiple has great potential for women artists, specifically those 

working in digital media as they (amongst other subjects) have historically been 

excluded from the privileged category of the (white, male, heteronormative) individual. 

As Jones (1998) notes, body oriented art works allow us to become: 

increasingly aware of our own state of simultaneous intersubjectivity and 
interobjectivity with the latter understood to be a structure of engagement with the 
materiality of things in which we recognise what it subjectively feels like to be 
objectively embodied in a highly technologized world (Jones,1998 in Mirzoeff: 
706).  

The ‘structures of engagement’ with the technologically objectified body proposed by 

Jones above, can equally be applied to the structures of engagement with medical 

technology that have become normalised in the event of pregnancy, for example, how 

does it subjectively feel as a prospective mother to see the foetus projected on a 

screen in real time before it is born? 

 

 My film Møther (2007) represents pregnancy that has been chosen and is actively 

sought as a positive life choice, and to some extent pregnancy that has been 

discovered, accepted and allowed to continue, rather than being terminated by 

abortion. I acknowledge that this is not the case in much of the world, and that even in 

certain sectors of liberal and privileged societies, pregnancy is still not an experience 

of choice and many women still lack any degree of agency. This research-through-

art-practice is interested in exploring the lived experience of women who are to some 
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degree, able to accept the situation of pregnancy as their own. It seeks to analyse 

and explore in what ways the pregnant subject is still constructed within the discourse 

of medicine and visual culture, while to some extent at the same time still remaining 

alienated from the site of these proceedings. The period of pregnancy and birth, 

though short in terms of a woman’s whole life, is one of the most unforgettable and 

significant ‘events’ in her life, yet it has been subject to much regulation and control, 

and regarded with suspicion, fear and taboo. Pregnancy, childbirth and mothering 

have in western culture have become enmeshed with sentimentality, psychological 

half-truths and conflicting ideologies, where the pregnant woman’s ‘reality’ of the 

experience is often only discussed amongst women who are already mothers. The 

realities or lived experience of pregnancy and childbirth are still to some extent taboo 

for the woman at the centre of this situation, the woman who is still often alienated 

from the site of her own pregnancy (Young, 2005; Oakley, 1997). 

 

Perhaps the reasons for this alienation are to a degree explained by de Beauvoir ‘s 

theory of the feminine body a key theoretical perspective in which to frame my film. 

Whereas the first wave of feminism focussed on women’s legal and civil rights in a 

critique of the state, second wave feminists took up the problem of the social 

construction of the feminine proposed by de Beauvoir in the 1940s and expanded on 

by Firestone in the 1970s. The position the feminine body adopts here still worked 

within societies that maintained a clear binary positioning of nature/culture and 

body/social split, where ‘nature’ and the body are positioned outside culture and 

history. In 1949 de Beauvoir addressed the problem of ‘what is a woman?’ In her 

foundational text the ‘Second Sex’ she states: 

from puberty to menopause woman is the theatre of a play that unfolds within her 
and in which she is not personally concerned’ […] ‘woman, like man is her body; 
but her body is something other than herself (1997: 60-61).  

To de Beauvoir it seems that a woman is a more embodied subject (or more subject 

to embodiment) than is a man, who is positioned here as a universal given. The 

woman constructed by de Beauvoir is at more susceptible to her body in flux; a body 

that has its own temporal agenda that is played out, with, or without her rational 

involvement. In this foundational text de Beauvoir questions the ‘universal’ status 

awarded to ‘men’ and the ‘Othering’ of the position occupied by ‘woman’, however 

she works within the parameters of these dualisms, the only possibilities being to 

intervene in an already constituted position. Later, theorists such as Foucault (1977) 

shift the emphasis away from the body as a natural phenomena positioned in culture, 

to re-position it as a construction of that culture; posing the question; how is a body 
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constructed as a biological given within that particular culture? Using methods such 

as the re-utilisation of Nietzsche’s concept of genealogy, Foucault applies this 

structure to the body. By using a history of events and their affects on the body, 

Foucault describes this as the body manifesting the ‘stigmata’ of past experiences, 

suggesting that ‘genealogy’ can be used ‘to expose a body totally imprinted by history 

and the processes of history’s destruction of the body’ (Foucault, 1977:148).  

 

I was influenced by explorations into the nature of how organised power structures 

and their experience can affect embodiment and sought to apply these to examine 

the pregnant body through my film; the effects for example of medical ethics and 

medical interventions and their conflict with a woman’s agency and control over her 

body. Foucault’s theories work well at the micro level to show how subjects are 

enmeshed within power structures, these theories however, do not fully consider the 

effect of gender, race or class on the power structures evident (Bradley: 2007), 

‘Foucault here, never really considers who holds the power, and in whose interests it 

is used’ (Bradley, 2007:188). I agree with Bradley’s view here that builds on the initial 

power relations exposed by Foucault but is aware of the greater complexity of the 

‘nodal points’ at which multi layered positioning of disadvantage and social role can 

intersect. This description of complexity put forward by Bradley chimes with the 

position/s I adopt as a gendered artist-teacher working within regulated and controlled 

social and cultural roles from the pejorative position of the feminine ‘Other’. Bradley 

questions how multiple positioning and multiple disadvantage can be theorised, she 

uses the term ‘intersectionality’ (2007:190) to investigate how differing points of 

subordination can be linked together to result in a more nuanced reading of a 

compound problem. This approach for example can be used to address the multiple 

effects of gender, ethnicity, patriarchy and class on existing problems such as 

teenage pregnancy. My autobiographical work can be described as a means of 

exploring the complex intersectionality of a number of roles, constructions and 

positions that surround the mother during pregnancy and birth, and those that 

surround the construction of female artist-teacher identities situated within in the 

socio-cultural fields of art and art education.  

 

5.3.3: Lacanian bodies 

There has been a tendency in feminist theories of the body of the past two decades to 

privilege psychoanalysis as one of the main tools used to analyse the embodiment of 

gender (Howson: 2005).  Within the field of Lacanian psychoanalysis however, this 



 171 

has created tensions in the pejorative way in which the female body has been 

inserted into Lacan’s interpretive grid as a ‘problem’ (Howson, 2005). As Howson 

notes this materially problematic notion of the body ‘suffers from its emphasis on text, 

forgets the body and uses material/ity in ways that divorce text and bodies from 

meaningful social contexts and concrete activities’ (2005:153). A remedy for this, 

Howson advocates, is to relocate the lived embodied experience back into academic 

feminism. This position chimed with the subject matter selected for my film – the lived 

phenomenological experience of pregnancy. Interestingly it seems that the divide 

between the lived experience of psychoanalytic practice and the field of 

psychoanalytic theory displays tensions when locating the mother as the recent 

M(o)ther Trouble conference I attended (Birkbeck, May 2009) illustrated. This 

conference brought together academic feminists and practicing psychoanalysts, 

artists and other professions to open a dialogue between theory and practice in their 

praxis of mapping the maternal. I noted whilst listening to the presentations a 

considerable rift still existed between ‘academic’ psychoanalytic theory’ and 

psychoanalytic practice in relation to the positioning of the maternal which led to 

some interesting and lively debate it is at these borderlands of praxis that new 

theories are being formed. 

 

5.3.4: The subject as language – accounts of lived experience 

Stuart Hall describes the difficulty in theoretically positioning the body using language 

in his ‘subject as language’ approach. Here, Hall describes how one has to enter the 

code of language in order to speak, and to ‘make sense’ one has to position oneself 

within the code of language. As Hall proposes it is at this interface problems occur, as 

one can never control exactly what one means. Language always contains echoes of 

what the same words signify to others, as the words themselves are based in 

personal and cultural experience. Interestingly in his presentation to explain this point 

he uses the example of the word ‘mother’. Hall suggests that when he says the word 

mother he will think of the nurturing, caring role his mother adopted when bringing 

him up, but that the other person to whom he is speaking may hear this word ‘mother’ 

and instantly think of a complex and difficult relationship that he had with his 

respective mother, thus affecting his understanding of the meaning of ‘mother’ that 

Hall is trying to communicate. Here Hall is proposing that our identity is always 

concerned with a constituent ‘Other’, in that it is what is situated outside the sentence 

that is forming its meaning. This ‘constituent other’ put forward by Hall is similar to 

Derrida’s notion of ‘Differance’, where to say the name of something, to label it, is 
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never enough to denote its universal meaning. As Hall states ‘we have to think of 

language and meaning as continually slipping and sliding along a spectrum of 

differences’ (Stuart Hall, Open University Podcast. Identity in Question: The 

Language Approach; down loaded 16.11.09). Hall’s ‘subject as language’ approach 

describes the difficulties in locating bodies in text and theory, noting that the spectre 

of the constituent other is always present. 

 

Judith Butler (1990) takes this difficulty in locating the body in theory a stage further 

when she proposes that the form that the body takes in western culture is a product of 

a heterosexual matrix, a template that normalises and defines the parameters of 

those described bodies. In her key text ‘Gender Trouble’ (1990) Butler questions the 

stability and fixity of sex, which she suggests is as an effect that ‘imposes an artificial 

unity on an otherwise discontinuous set of attributes’ (1990: 114). Butler here 

questions the pre-existence of a non-theoretical body when she asks: ‘is there a 

physical body prior to the perceptually perceived body? An impossible question to 

decide’ (1990:114). In 1993 in ‘Bodies That Matter’, Butler returns to this ‘impossible 

question’ and ‘more or less accepts that there is such a thing as the physical body’ 

(Salih, 2002: 61). In this later text she continues to pose and answer the questions 

she raised in Gender Trouble in a probing way, asking new and more complex 

questions regarding the troubling matter of the body and its positioning in discourse. 

Butler suggests here that the construction of embodied identities are not as 

straightforward or singular as they seemed previously to be. She further advocates 

that they may be approached subversively or ‘worked against the grain’ to reveal the 

unstable remains of the ‘melancholic Other’ which, she suggests, is never fully 

acknowledged within the hetero-normative construction of identity. Butler’s 

constructions of materiality and the body are amongst some of her most contentious 

theories (Salih, 2002:143), and have had far reaching consequences in the 

representation of the body in contemporary theory, which complicated my approach 

to my film. I had to consider how to situate the fixity of the pregnant body within 

Butler’s ephemeral, slippery construct of a body that theoretically appears and 

disappears. The visual artist Virgil Wong (1999) proved a breakthrough for me in 

understanding Butler’s subversively situated body by performing a male pregnancy in 

an online Internet film. I understood through this how the notion of pregnancy could 

be delinked from sex and performed like a drag act, and yet, I still remained troubled 

at the lack of escape from the ‘real’ lived experience of a pregnancy that ended in the 

birth of a child. 
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In contrast to Butler’s destabilising influence on the absent/presence of the material 

body in theory, Toril Moi (1999), insists that the body is real and substantial. She 

claims that Butler risks ignoring ‘the concrete, historical body that loves, suffers and 

dies’ (1999: 51). Hull (1997) is also critical of some of the political shortcomings of 

Butler’s account of materiality, she suggests that some things are rooted in a sexed 

material reality suggesting that:  ‘the creatures we call women do share some 

material ground even as they share some other ground with the creatures we call 

men’ (Hull, 1997: 33). Both Hull and Moi insist there are different modes of materiality 

and Salih advocates that it is possible to see how Butler’s ‘theories might be 

construed as demoting suffering by paying little attention to interiority and experience’ 

(Salih, 2002: 144). Prosser (1998: 41), and Young (2005: 46) also relocate lived 

experience as the ground of gendered and sexed identities. 

 

It seems from this short review of the new and difficult territories being traversed in 

these different fields, that the contested position of the materiality of gendered 

embodied, lived experience is again casting the construction of the body, and 

especially the neglected construction of the feminine body, into the forefront of 

discourse in many disciplines. Braidotti (2004) uses the term ‘transdisciplinary’ 

(2004:159), to describe how increasingly feminist thought travels between different 

discursive fields, passing through various spheres of discourse. Building this theory 

on Deleuze’s notion of the rhizome, linking concepts, philosophies and the fluidity of 

becoming, Braidotti suggests that this mode of working is appropriate to apply to the 

non-fixity of the female/feminine space as opposed to the more fixed male positions 

occupied by the territorialized, individualised, disciplines. This raises further questions 

as to how feminine identity can be located in the construct of the embodied female, 

and to what extent this reconstitution also calls for a repositioning of the 

universal/male constructed subject within the binary polarities of heterosexually 

constructed subjects.  

 

I feel that accounts of ‘lived experience’ (such as my film) could be a key to 

repositioning these disputed locations. By listening, observing, and recording the 

experience of the constructed feminine body in its cultural environment, (and in the 

reconfiguring or taking into account of that lived experience where it has been 

historically absent), researchers in many fields can reintroduce the concept of the 

interiority of the lived experience into these more academic constructions. As 

Meskimmon has stated ‘we are all implicated by difference, location and the 
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intersubjective production of our own body boundaries’ (2003:86). It is from this 

embodied position that I have pursued my textual, visual and aural research. 

 

In the earlier sections in this chapter I have used spoken discourse, text and image 

analysis along with information gathered from my time-based art practice/research 

(Møther 2007) to analyse how the pregnant body has been theorised and visualised. 

The discourse that exists in Western culture on pregnancy, has, to a great extent, 

omitted the subjectivity of the woman (Young, 1980). It is now pertinent to investigate 

maternal bodies as objects of philosophical attention, bringing together two central 

themes of feminist philosophy that have recently located the maternal body as a rich 

source of information. To begin with, the maternal body has become a productive 

source of information in ethical, social and political philosophy, epistemology and 

aesthetics. Additionally, a growing number of feminist theorists have noted how 

questions of identity and meaning gain further depth and clarity when asked as 

questions about embodied and materially situated representatives, marked by 

differences based on gender, class, race and sexuality (Kukla, 2006). 

 

5.4: Sources for my film 

In the late 1970s the artist Susan Hiller attempted to work within the paradox of the 

embodied experience of being a pregnant artist. This problem was intensified when 

the artist was positioned simultaneously both the instigator of the creative process 

and as the subject of the work. The dilemma Hiller’s piece addressed is the 

dichotomy of the pregnant subject and the artist as creative subject. As Meskimmon 

notes: 

The authoritative ‘I’ who authored texts, the intellectual subject capable of rational 
thought and genius who created high art, was not a neutral subject, but 
masculine, heterosexual, white, Euro-ethnic, middle-class and able bodied – the 
normative subject of western epistemology and ontology. (2003: 71) 

The limited positioning of the artist within this particular male stance reiterated by 

Meskimmon has cast the woman artist (and many other groups) as ‘Other’, and 

positioned them as object, having the effect of silencing the woman’s voice within this 

position. This pejorative location has, however, enabled some women artists to 

reassess their approach and acted as a challenge to find different modes of operation 

that reconsider the boundaries of the subject in new and productive ways.  As 

Meskimmon suggests this acted as a positive factor in that such ‘difference and 

process might inform more nuanced concepts of subjectivity’ (2003: 71). A relevant 
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example of these new ways of working is found in Hiller’s piece ‘Ten Months’ (1977-

79), where she has attempted to create work that challenges her traditionally 

constructed role, she documents her pregnancy in a series of photographs and text.  

 
Susan Hiller Ten Months 

1977-79   
http://www.susanhiller.org/images/TenMonths 
 

Arranged formally, this acts as a visual calendar of her pregnancy, consisting of ten 

horizontal panels, one for each lunar month. Each frame of this grid contains 28 

photos formed from a daily photograph taken of the side of her increasingly growing 

pregnant abdomen. When these are placed together they bear a resemblance to a 

slowly changing landscape or a moon phase calendar. Accompanying each of these 

ten sets of images is a series of ten texts that debate the problems of the female 

artist-as-creator in relation to the pregnant woman as-creative-producer. 

 

In the text placed with the image above Hiller announces the problem of her inability 

to speak as a woman and as a female artist. Together these texts and images explore 

some of the myths bound up with the notion of the creative genius of the (male) artist 

and the absent/presence within the discourse of the creativity of the pregnant 

subject/artist. The narrative texts displayed alongside the images have the effect of 

creating two female subjects, which leads to a measure of uncertainty; the male artist 

gives birth to imaginative ideas; but for a pregnant woman artist this becomes a 

double contradiction, a paradox. Betterton suggests that Hiller’s ‘struggle to resolve 

this contradiction finally produces a splitting in the subject’ (2006: 86), between the 

seeing and depicting of the ‘natural’ facts/photographs, and the feeling and describing 

of the ‘cultural’ artefacts/text. It seems that the problem of working autobiographically 

as a female pregnant artist/subject within the dominant (male) art discourses has 

resulted in Hiller’s combination of text and image to produce a more nuanced 
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ontological stance, a stance that challenges the underlying ideologies that are 

inherent in each medium when attempting to describe the embodied feminine.  

 

Post Partum Document:  Mary Kelly (1973-7) 
 

 

 

Similar ontological problems were faced by the artist Mary Kelly in her piece ‘Post 

Partum Document’ (1973-7), this large-scale installation work both visualizes and 

analyses the mother–child relationship between Kelly as an artist-mother and her son, 

which she documents over a period of four years. This installation includes drawings, 

charts, graphs, objects and sound recordings. Here Kelly explores the construction of 

femininity, motherhood and the effects of the dominant gendered scopic power in 

western capitalist society. This piece draws critically in its mode of production on the 

psychoanalytical theory of Freud and Lacan, what is again notable in this work is the 

absent/presence of the artist-mother. Kelly’s installation acts as an intervention into 

traditional art practices with their tendency towards the visual objectification for (male) 

pleasure of the female/mother figure. Through choosing not to place herself visually 

as the subject in this documented installation, Kelly as artist-mother becomes an 

‘absent-presence’ to comment on the pejorative placement of the feminine/mother 

within psychoanalytic discourse and traditional art. 

 

Kelly categorised her work ‘Post Partum Document’ as ‘feminine discourse’ or ‘other 

art’, she uses writing and self-analysis in her practice as distancing devices.  She 

proposes that because feminine discourse here is trying to articulate the unsaid, and 

because negative feminine signification is concurrent within language structures 

rooted in patriarchy, there is always a danger that it will become assimilated or 

subsumed by it. When the feminine is articulated in language it becomes ‘profoundly 

subversive’ as Lippard (1982) has noted. The culmination of Kelly’s written and visual 

installation is presented as a ‘Rossetta Stone’ with three levels of consciousness 

inscribed upon it; first the child makes the marks; second the mother/anthropologist 

http://www.postmastersart.com/archive/MK/images 
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comments on it; and third the artist/intellectual 

distances herself (as far as she can) to 

objectively comment on the mother’s feelings at 

the time. This illustrates graphically the 

difficulties enshrined within the positioning of the 

female /maternal artist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I thought deeply about these two pieces of artwork when I was planning my film. They 

both affected me profoundly on a philosophical and an emotional level. I identified 

with and understood the struggle these two female artists had in finding a way of 

presenting their personal lived experience of pregnancy in a way that challenged 

existing art structures, both trying to avoid the traditional (male) objectification of the 

woman’s body prevalent in traditional practices by evading the visual pleasure 

attached to the body of the mother. I identified intensely with these sentiments both 

as a woman who had been pregnant during a similar period, (Chrissi was born in 

1974) and as an artist struggling to find a way to visually articulate my feminine 

position within the patriarchal systems enshrined within visual art. Both Kelly’s and 

Hiller’s practice chimed with me on many levels as I remembered the 

personal/political struggle of being a single parent during this era, and trying to 

continue to make art while training to be a teacher. I found I still faced some of the 

same dilemmas nearly forty years later when creating this work, relating to notions of 

female essentialism and objectification and the difficulties of situating the maternal 

voice in the field of art and socio/cultural theory.  

 

Here it is relevant to draw on the work of the writer and literary theorist Helen Cixous 

(1991) who in response to a similar set of described difficulties in literature developed 

a theory of ‘ecriture feminine’, in which she utilises a presence of the ‘Other’ to open 

up creative feminine spaces for women’s writing. She states: 

Women have an experience of the inside, an experience of the capacity for other, 
and experience nonnegative change brought about by the other, of positive 
receptivity (Cixous,1991:155). 

Mary Kelly 

Post-Partum Document: Documentation VI 
Pre-writing Alphabet 
Exergue and Diary , 1978 
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Much of Cixous’ theory is developed in relation to her writing from a positive re-

positioning of the feminine and maternal body. It is pertinent that in her past, Cixous 

often accompanied her mother who practiced as a midwife in Algeria and she 

observed many births. This proximity to the lived experience of the maternal body 

when placed alongside Cixous’ feelings of being ‘Other’ both in terms of gender, race 

and language have deeply influenced the position she adopts in her writing.  Cixous’ 

theories have interesting applications with effect to the positioning of the pregnant 

subject/s outside the dominant nature/culture mother/child dualisms, having the effect 

of moving towards a less fixed maternal dualism towards notions of the ‘becoming 

mother’ and the ‘becoming child’, using notions of positive feminine receptivity. The 

theorist Bracha Ettinger builds on this when she describes how in her theory of the 

Matrixal Borderspace (2005) which she describes as that which:  

the intrauterine feminine/pre-natal encounter represents, and can serve as a 
model for, the matrixial stratum of subjectivization in which partial subjects 
composed of co-emerging I and non-I simultaneously inhabit a shared 
borderspace, discerning one another, yet in mutual ignorance, and sharing their 
impure hybrid objet a. (2005: 125-126)  

This shared maternal co-existence described by both Cixous and Ettinger suggest 

possibilities for new ways of imagining maternal identity, where individual boundaries 

between the maternal/foetal subjects dissolve into a mutual, shared, cooperative, 

borderspace. Ettinger’s theory resonates with the description of the lived experience 

of pregnancy as described by Young (2005), and similarly reiterated by Chrissi 

(Møther, 2007). Perhaps from these tentative suggestions of different ways of 

describing the co-existent state of the pregnant/maternal, new models can be created 

that draw upon the positive receptivity of co-emerging feminine borderspaces that can 

be used to describe alternative nurturing, cooperative approaches to pedagogy. 

 

5.5: Implications for pedagogy 

As an artist-teacher and grandmother/mother I am embedded in multiple practices 

and pedagogies both in the private and the public spheres. As well as my own lived 

experience of childhood and schooling, I have the experience of observing and 

nurturing my own child and her children, and facilitating/teaching them over the past 

thirty years. This need to nurture/ provide, give and connect does not switch off when 

I enter the classroom. I carry these deeply embedded influences and practices and 

the need to nurture within me when I teach. Through revisiting the personal as 

political in my recent art practice, and investigating ‘the spaces of femininity’ (Pollock, 
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1996:8) through a renegotiation of the physical and discursive location of the sexed 

familial subject enables me to use these ignored spaces as powerful sites of meaning 

making; meaning making that questions the hierarchies of sexual difference 

embedded within the complex social and cultural formations of pedagogy.  

 

Pedagogy needs to be applied here in a broader context, considering that infants and 

young children develop and learn in the family, and that their identities are initially 

shaped here the mother is usually (still) the primary caregiver (and educator) and her 

input is considerable (and yet often still overlooked) within this process. This vital 

mother-child nurturing partnership is not fully valued in patriarchal structures, and 

being ‘just a mother or a housewife’ is often used still used in a derogatory fashion 

when describing this role, as it is still to a degree constructed within in a patriarchal 

binary opposition to the full-time (male) wage earner.  These narratives patriarchal 

disciplinary discourses are still used to control women and their sexuality. The term 

‘family’ also needs to be clarified; it is often used to describe a nuclear family (mother- 

father-children) or alternatively, it can be used to illustrate an open-ended multi-

layered system – that shifts changes and adapts, with perhaps a single-parent with 

grandparents, (and other extended family members) neighbours and friends all 

interlinked and supporting the traditionally described nuclear family unit (or perhaps, 

now more frequently, two same sex parents with friends and relatives). The 

deconstruction of terms and clarifying terminology is important here as language is 

fluid and meanings can easily become destabilised. Lived experience is complex and 

richly layered within a filigree of interconnectivity and more fluid identities. 

 

Through investigating the historical, social construction of myself as the researcher in 

a critical and reflexive process, I am able to expose my cultural location in relation to 

dominant discourses and I investigate how these have impacted upon my research. 

This critical reflexive process has been visited throughout each strand of the 

research. Through using postmodern and poststructuralist, feminist research methods 

I have taken into account and revealed the powerful discourses that have shaped me 

as a female artist-teacher, firstly within my family and secondly those that have 

dominated my construction within socio-cultural thought and practices that are evident 

in art pedagogies and practices. My present is influenced by this past, (and traces of 

it constitute my present). Through historically mapping some of these discourses in 

art education and practice I have revealed and exposed the patriarchal stain that still 

influences and structures current practices and pedagogies. Through tracking the 

cumulative effects and affects of these different strands of influence I have created a 
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more nuanced, multi-layered, complex reading of the embodied gendered 

construction of a female artist-teacher.  

 

There has been a move towards the local and the detailed in social science research, 

where ‘knowledge is relative and subject to negotiation’ (Grbich, 2004:124). The 

impact of post-structural and postmodern influences on research reveals a shift in the 

location of individuals within specific cultural and historical matrices towards greater 

complexity and the multiple positioning of the self and others.  This has created a 

blurring of traditional boundaries, and the formation of new hybrid borderlands that 

exist between fields of knowledge. These are the contested places where it is 

possible to seek a re-negotiation of territories, and to begin to construct new forms of 

knowledge, and, at the very least, to begin to complicate the relations between the 

binary assumptions of traditional forms of knowledge (Stronach and McLure, 1997).   

 

In thinking how my recent art practice has influenced my pedagogic practice in the 

sixth form college art department, my own greater awareness of contemporary social 

and art theory and my increased reflectivity has lead to me questioning established 

structures, practices and canons. This has resulted in a reassessment of critical 

influences used, leading to a more representative gender balance in the artwork of 

others used as examples. This also results in students having a greater exposure to 

contemporary practices. I have also become acutely aware of the importance of the 

role of discourse both between my students and myself, and between the students 

themselves in the classroom, as much learning takes place through these 

discussions. I have, as far as I am able under the restrictions of my institution and the 

constrictions of the exam based learning structures and timetables, tried to establish 

communities of practice, with students working as artists in a community of 

practitioners being informed by the work of historic and contemporary artists 

(including my own practice). I encourage this approach through a variety of situations 

including workshops and cooperative learning situations, visits to galleries (and 

having artists to work in college) and importantly through critical discussion.  

 

Through these practices I aim to facilitate more a more maternal, nurturing and 

feminine space of learning, through a creation of a subtle reformulation of the power 

structures within the pedagogic space, a reformulation that is not essentially sexed 

but that uses the metaphor of the feminine to re-establish those aspects of pedagogy 

that are based within this often overlooked set of practices. Lakfoff and Johnson 

(1981) note how the metaphors we use in everyday life establish the way we think 



 181 

and organise ideas and they propose that metaphors can actually structure our 

perception and understanding: 

our embodied metaphors form our images of our bodies, their limitations and 
possibilities, openings and self containments,[and] inform how we envision the 
intellectual territories we stake out and occupy (Hayles, 1999, in Buckley and 
Conomos: 189). 

 

Many of the metaphors used in educational policy and discourse are patriarchally 

based and often originate from military terminology, such as: mission statements, 

achievement strategy, code of conduct, targets, flagging up etc. The traditional 

education system was established using patriarchal structures, often based on 

military or religious lines, and elements of these are still enshrined within its 

organisation, structures, language and modes of thought (as I discussed in chapter 

2). 

 

I approach my pedagogy in the sixth form college initially through using a Vygotsgian 

‘scaffolded learning’ approach, where I individually and informally assess my 

student’s location within a ‘community of learners’ through individual discussion of 

their practice. During these conversations I am working out how to both support and 

encourage their learning, and how to eventually withdraw from more direct didactic 

methods of teaching and target setting, ultimately working towards the development 

of artist-learner agency. This is achieved through dialogue with the artist-learner using 

questioning (and listening), and supporting, facilitating and encouraging their practice 

and its contextualisation within the wider field of art practice. I am also mindful of the 

importance of building self-esteem and self-belief in the creation of their artist 

identities, as this is an important factor in their ability to make a meaningful 

commitment to their work. Alongside these delicate negotiations are conversations 

regarding the establishment of artist-learner connections and networks within the 

wider field of art, and discussions of how to open up networks of communication to 

access these through visits, introductions, books and the Internet. I support them in 

beginning to find their voice as a critical and analytical writer and as an embodied, 

gendered visual artist. Pedagogy becomes more of an art form and less a science 

when pursued in this fashion. It however also creates tensions within the ethos of a 

standards-driven, audit-culture of the sixth form college. 
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In the next chapter I will present and discuss in more detail two examples of my 

students’ art practice and analyse the application of these described approaches to 

pedagogy. 



 183 

Chapter 6: Case studies of students’ practice  
 

The student artwork pieces selected within this chapter for discussion are located 

within an embodied feminist paradigm that deals affectively with body and gender 

theories. This section elucidates how adopting a more feminine, cooperative and 

conceptual approach to working, as opposed to a more traditional skills-based 

approach, can act as a vehicle moving students towards becoming self motivated 

artists, and in the case studies described, take their practice beyond that which had 

normally been achieved within the constraints of timed A level exam-based modes of 

work. I will discuss how my pedagogic principles have been influenced by the 

development of my art practice and theory as a result of being a participant of the MA 

ATS and to what extent this has influenced student practice.  

 

I have identified several effects of the MA ATS on my pedagogy and on student 

practice, which I have summarised as follows: 

Broad areas of change: 

•  I constantly draw on my experience of being an artist and a theorist and share 

my own art practice and understanding of social theory and art theory; 

•  I aim to create a cooperative feminine space that recognises the difference 

between instruction and the facilitation of learning; 

•  I value and foreground the artist-learner voice and encourage autonomy; 

•  I work in more conceptual ways in my practice and I have encouraged my 

students to adopt these ways of working; 

•  I foreground issues-based work (including issues of gender and identity) and 

encourage my students to contemplate using this mode of practice; 

•  I aim to set up and maintain communities of practice; 

•  I have become less didactic and more reflexive and reflective, and I encourage 

students to reflect on, and to extend the possibilities of their practice; 

 

Strategies to encourage learning 

•  I encourage discourse through questioning in order to develop and extend 

dialogue; 

•  I foreground theory and encourage students to underpin their practice 

theoretically; 

•  I expose students to the work of contemporary practitioners and encourage 

them to regularly visit and interact with the wider community of art practice;  
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 I note how these subtle changes of emphasis can create the conditions to establish 

‘communities of practice’ (Lave 1991; Wenger 1999) and more feminine pedagogic 

spaces, which support and nurture artist-learner identities and practice. 

 

Both these two case studies were selected from a group of thirteen students in the 

same A2 Textile group. Other students within this group also chose to work in a similar 

way, exploring issues such as ‘anorexia and body image’ and ‘beauty as a cultural 

constraint’; many selected to continue to work in more traditional modes. They had all 

participated in an introductory workshop which I ran at the end of the previous summer 

term that explored ‘the body as an issue’, where they had been introduced to, and 

investigated the work of contemporary artists and designers who worked conceptual 

and challenging ways.  During these workshops they had all worked in small peer 

groups to map out possible ways to organise their projects using an issues-based 

approach. I felt here it was important to open up the possibilities for my students to 

work in ways that would be both more challenging and more akin to the contemporary 

practices I had experienced on my MA course.  I did not want to impose this way of 

working on them as I realised within this group some students were less committed to 

their art practice and viewed their art practice as just another subject with their aim to 

achieve a certain grade without too much personal input. These students did not wish 

to construct themselves as artists, and I felt some would struggle to understand or 

commit to this way of working. In the following two case studies I will try to explain and 

theorise my influence and impact on these students’ practice as a result of my MA 

ATS experience. 

 

6.1: The Wedding Dress 

Louise’s wedding dress project was a second year sixth form A Level Textiles final 

exam project. This work had a six-week research period and a 15-hour timed practical 

exam. It was a response to a question she had selected from an A2 exam paper about 

‘fixings and fastenings’. In a conversation with Louise about her initial research for this 

project at first it appeared that she was struggling to find an approach to the question 

that she could work from, and she complained that none of the questions provided on 

the exam paper were interesting to her, as she enjoyed working from an issues-based 

perspective as she had done in her earlier coursework. In her sketchbook she had 

gathered some photographs of tropical trees that had fixed themselves to other nearby 
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trees engulfing and enclosing them. She experimented with their form and structure, 

making some textile samples and monoprints. This is a traditional way for a student to 

begin such research; ‘to record and reflect on a selection of visual material relevant to 

their intentions’ (AQA, 2010) and in the case of Textiles students then to create 

samples in textile media in relation to these visual resources. In Louise’s case I 

realised through initiating a discussion with her that she was not satisfied with this 

approach. I did not want to impose my ideas onto her but realised she needed some 

creative space to think about her approach. In line with her material based initial 

research I introduced her to the work of contemporary artist and a fellow artist-teacher 

Louisa Bannister, who completed the ATS MA at the same time as I did. She works 

with extruded glue to create large hanging sculptural forms, I thought this might 

interest Louise while allowing her some space to think further about her approach. 

Louise then proceeded to experiment with the extruded hot glue to create a filigree of 

interlinking linear structures. Through using a fellow artist teacher’s work that I was 

very familiar with I could answer questions relating to its production and intentions. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Louise creating glue filigree (below)  
 A filigree glue sample (below right). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Louisa Bannister, Extruded Glue Curtain, LJMU MA ATS Show 2001 (below) 
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Whilst she was involved in this materials-based research I could probe more deeply to 

find where her interests lay. I realised that the opening and continuation of discourse 

was important here, and the art of pedagogy (which is often undervalued in these 

encounters) is to keep this dialogue going with individual students over an extended 

period. As Cazden notes patterns of discourse affect learning, ‘uniting the cognitive 

and the social’ (2001: 3). Through asking Louise to investigate the work of a 

contemporary artist materially, I did not threaten the materialist beginnings of her 

research (as this was a mode of practice she had used before). Nor did I impose my 

own conceptual or issues-based starting points onto her practice, I allowed her some 

creative space through which to ‘play’ with new materials in order that she could begin 

to relax and become reflective, in order that she might make her own conceptual links 

within her own timescale. Through this strategy I could divert some of the angst Louise 

was feeling regarding her dissatisfaction with her research and free up a space for her 

own creativity and thought process. I felt it was important here to create this space as 

a direct response to reviewing my struggles within my own creative processes.  This is 

in line with Wenger’s theories of communities of practice, which I drew on while 

contemplating how to help Louise overcome her difficulties: 

Education in its deepest sense and at what ever age it takes place, concerns the 
opening of identities – exploring new ways of being that lie beyond our current 
state…Where as training is aimed at an inbound trajectory targeted at 
competence in specific practice, education must strive to open new dimensions for 
the negotiation of the self…Education is not merely formative it is transformative 
(263-267) 

I found Wenger’s concept of education and its relationship to identity and 

emancipation inspirational. I felt the emerging voice of the artist-learner may be small 

and reticent in the first instance and that students need to feel safe and supported to 

believe they have something important to say, and to be able to take a risk in exposing 

their life-worlds, to speak about personal issues in their own practice. My pedagogic 

practice as an artist-teacher has become rooted in a commitment to encouraging this 

voice. In eliciting these verbal exchanges I aim to stimulate higher order thinking 

through discussion and questioning, to promote strategies for learning through doing: 

to move away from the ‘initiation/response/evaluation’ model of learning (Cazden, 

2001:5), towards the establishment of a more supportive, nurturing, interactive 

community of practitioners. 

 

Later in a discussion about her work Louise was able to make a conceptual link 

between her initial exploration of the question she had selected, the tree structures 
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she had observed and the way she perceived that the institution of marriage could 

sometimes engulf, fasten and enslave women. She stated:  

The wedding dress and veil are a bit like these trees, initially they support the idea 
of marriage but then they close in around a woman to make her conform…they 
take her over and she looses her individuality (Hyde, field notes 2006). 

In supporting Louise through her initial struggle to find a way to use the question as a 

starting point that she could connect with using an issues based approach, there was 

a temptation for me to find solutions for her, to fill the uncomfortable void that 

precedes finding a creative solution. By recalling my own recent creative process, and 

seeing this period of uncertainty as a sometimes painful, though necessary creative 

space, I supported and allowed Louise the time and space to explore a range of 

different perspectives, until she was able to make her own metaphorical link between 

her initial research and the exam question, and identify an issue about which she felt 

strongly. Introducing her to the work of contemporary artists (and artist-teachers) also 

helped her to move beyond traditional textiles practices. Through further research on 

the Internet she identified the work of an additional contemporary textile artist, Lucy 

Brown, whose work process and concept she analysed. She became interested in one 

piece, titled, ‘The Bride’s Clothes, 2001’, which she used as further inspiration for her 

work. From the exposure to Brown’s work she moved towards making a sculptural 

form rather than the more usual functional garment.  

 

Through holding back from giving advice about the subject matter for Louise’s project, 

and by supporting her to find and use her own voice as an artist I changed my past 

pedagogic practice. I became less a didactic teacher and more a facilitator and critical 

friend in order to sustain her emergent artist-learner identity. Through drawing both on 

my recent practice during my MA ATS and on my understanding of alternative theories 

of learning I took a step back and allowed Louise the time to find her own solutions 

and to thereby take ownership of her practice. 

 

 



 188 

 

Once Louise had taken creative ownership of this project, she worked with evident 

purpose and excitement often rushing into the 

artroom full of ideas. She purchased a second 

hand wedding dress from an Oxfam shop and 

chose to dress in it and perform her ‘big day’ 

around the college grounds, using photographs 

and words to record how she felt about the 

marriage ceremony, and the second-hand 

wedding dress she had found; exploring and 

constructing ‘bride’ narratives, discovering 

what histories and memories the dress might 

hold. While carrying out this research Louise 

documented her experiences in a 

log/sketchbook in photographs, notes and 

collected related artefacts.  

 

 

Louise’s sketch/log book detailing her experiences and thoughts (above right). 

A close up of a photograph from her ‘big day’ performance around the college (above left). 

The stiffened wedding dress sculptural form made 

from the inverted dress (left). 
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This playful, performative search for identity within Louise’s work reminded me of 

Butler’s theories of gender. I recognised that Louise was experimenting with and 

questioning the norms that her culture imposed on her regarding marriage. As Butler 

notes: 

Sometimes a normative conception of gender can undo one’s personhood 
undermining the capacity to persevere in a liveable life (Butler 2004:1). 

During the actual timed exam session Louise created a wedding dress sculptural 

form, turning the purchased dress inside out, signifying how she felt the institution of 

marriage has been the subject of great change and how it can now be inverted and 

subverted. She suspended the dress form from the ceiling, stiffening it with PVA glue 

and partly disassembling it creating a freestanding sculptural form. In this formal 

exam period I was concerned that Louise had taken on a scale of project that she 

would not be able to complete in the allowed time-scale, but I held my nerve, and was 

encouraging, demonstrating my support in her risk taking. Louise also produced 

further lengths of extruded glue filigree to use as ties, representing the fixings and 

fastenings she associated with the constricting factors she attributed to the institution 

of marriage. 

 

When her sculptural dress-form had dried 

Louise enlisted the help of some friends 

and created a documented performance 

using them to interact with both the 

wedding-dress-form and the filigree strips 

of glue she had created. Performance-

based work is significantly different to the 

modes of practice normally associated with 

textiles at this level, (and the previous work 

produced by most of my students). This 

kind of work is prevalent in much 

contemporary art practice however, and 

reflects trends relating to performance in current gender theory that dispute 

essentialised gender positions (Butler,1999; 2004). In this orchestrated performance, 

Louise directed two of her female friends to interact with the sculpture. They were, 

she proposed, to imagine that they were ‘the bride’, and to convey their personal 

views and feelings of marriage – both in the way that they interacted with the piece 
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and through the semi-structured interviews she conducted with them afterwards. 

While they were dressing and performing Louise photographed and filmed them; she 

also wrote a log detailing their body language and the comments they made while 

they interacted with her created sculptural form. She both directed and documented 

this collaborative performance, filming in still and moving digital image, editing the film 

and adding music, text and transitions to her digital video. This video was displayed 

alongside the sculptural textile piece and the textual explorations and observations.  

 

Four ‘stills’ from the digital video performance made by Louise. 

 
Through this work I recognised Louise could be said to be performing a resistance to 

cultural expectations of her gender. Butler (1999) proposes that we do not have a 

gender identity that informs our behaviour, but that gender is a learned and performed 

behaviour. Butler further suggests that sex as a binary division of people into male 

and female groupings has a history that then becomes sedimented into a tradition 
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through reiteration, and she reveals that scientific discourses have played a great part 

in forming our view of the duality of sex and gender, but insists that these are not 

universally fixed terms. Gender for Butler is a performance, thus Louise, in this project 

is questioning and exploring the ritual of performing the gendered role of the bride; 

the bride that traditionally is still given away by her father to another man, never 

existing as an autonomous individual. This gendered history can be traced back 

through binary divisions in the culturally defined expectations attributed to western 

boys and girls.  

 

An early example of this binary gendering is found in the texts of Rousseau, where 

the enlightenment principles of freedom extended to the education of the boy subject 

Emile, but did not extend to the education of girl subject Sophie, who as Rousseau 

suggests, ‘ought to have, little freedom… As a women’s conduct is controlled by 

public opinion’ (1762). This binary view it seems is still prevalent today, with influential 

popular moral icons such as Bob Geldof holding forth on the corrective influence of 

the institution marriage on the behaviour of contemporary woman, here commented 

on by the journalist Alibahai-Brown (2004) who states: 

[Bob Geldof] thinks paradise will return if women learn once more to cook and 
care and put themselves last. [She notes how this is becoming mainstream in the 
media with] [H]is vision already being tried out in Channel 4's "social experiment" 
‘How to be a Perfect Wife.’ [Where] five women agree to give up their careers and 
stay at home. They are expected to "take care of their appearance", provide 
home-cooked meals and give their husbands the final say on everything. (2004) 

Thus through her artwork Louise explores the mixed feelings still evoked for a 

contemporary girl in ‘putting on’ the cultural expectation contained within the signifier 

of the wedding-dress; and performing the ritual of becoming the bride. A girl who has 

been encouraged to perform and role-play ‘the bride’ since childhood – dressing-up 

as a bride/princess is a popular game in western culture for young girls, with many 

rituals, manufactured costumes and ‘happy-ever-after’ fairy stories that end in 

marriage available for them to reiterate such practices. Louise documents through her 

practice the conflicting feelings felt both by herself and her peers of this weight of 

cultural expectation when performing the role of the bride.  

 

In the written statements her friends state: 

I felt dressed up…it made me feel child like. I wanted to feel like a princess, as 
this is how women usually describe the feeling of being a bride […]  
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My wrists were tied behind my back to show feelings of restriction and 
helplessness, almost prisoner like. (A fragment of Fran’s statement documented 
by Louise) 

[I decided to wear a] corset to show sophistication, and being womanly…[with an] 
underskirt as it shows the layers under the pretty dress.  

‘[My] mouth [was] gagged. This was a very physical way of showing that you lose 
your own opinion when you are married. (A fragment of Helen’s statement 
documented by Louise) 

 

 

A selection of the documented performance log Louise produced as part of her 
final work (above). 

 

Butler (1999) suggests that as a resistance to these gendered cultural expectations, 

everyday life should be lived as a political project, giving different performances of 

identity that might work to change the gender norms and the binary socio-cultural 

understanding of masculinity and femininity; she proposes that we should in fact 

make ‘gender trouble’ (1999). Louise could be described as exploring this notion 

through the process of her artwork, by performing a resistance against the cultural 

expectations of marriage described by herself and her friends, allowing their voices to 

be heard.  

 

The working processes adopted by Louise are non-traditional and chime with many 

aspects of contemporary practice such as: 
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•  the foregrounding of a conceptual/issues based mode of working;  

•  the group/collaborative/performance nature of the work; 

•  the disassembling and re-using of materials in a non traditional way;  

•  the use of time based media to document experience.  

 

All these methods of production can be 

located within modes of performance 

described as being prevalent within 

contemporary practices (Adams et al, 

2006). The process and concepts of this 

work are what was important here: not the 

final artefact produced but the 

documentation and recording of the 

performance. 

 

My own exposure to practices such as 

these on the LJMU MA ATS, alongside 

acquiring the theory through which to 

locate them, gave me the confidence as a 

gendered artist-teacher to encourage 

Louise to be more experimental in her 

practice and to push forward the 

boundaries of her work. I influenced this 

both by suggesting the work of fellow artist-teachers to inspire her, and through the 

discussion, challenge and questioning of her ideas. This continual dialogue and 

questioning allowed me to assess the amount of ‘scaffolding’ (Daniels, 2001) to offer 

in supporting her towards working as an autonomous artist, and to provide the 

supportive, nurturing (feminine) space to enable her to take risks within her work. 

 

As an artist-teacher I talked about my own artistic dilemmas when establishing my 

working practices and the difficulties I had also faced in finding my own creative 

solutions. I encouraged her to open other possibilities within her practice and 

sustained her in finding a route through her difficulties, providing her with some 

‘thinking space’ while experimenting and working with new materials and prompting 

her to think critically through questioning. I facilitated and encouraged her 

investigations into the work of contemporary artists, helping her to acquire the tools of 
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analysis to critically assess their working practices and to gain some inspiration with 

both her concept development and her underlying philosophy. Once she had 

identified her own conceptual issue that she felt strongly about Louise was able to 

take ownership of her project and work with more autonomy as an artist. 

 

As a teacher I could have been more didactic and advised Louise in what I thought 

she should do. This is tempting when students are ‘floundering’ and have not 

‘latched-on’ to an idea… the void is there to fill… but, through prompting discussion 

and by questioning and listening carefully to her replies, by giving her time to reflect, I 

was able to provide a supportive space for her to take risks and tentatively build and 

experiment with alternative ideas. Through the teasing out of these concepts and the 

provision of a carefully placed ‘theoretical bombshell’ to prompt further thinking and 

challenge her uncritical received cultural and societal ideals, I was able to act more in 

the role of a ‘critical friend’ and a fellow artist, and withdraw a little from the role of 

being a more traditional didactic teacher. The ethos created was one of mutual 

respect and critical encouragement within a community of learners; that included 

myself as a gendered and embodied artist-teacher, sensitive to the gender 

restrictions, mores and social injustices still imposed on young women. I aimed here 

to allow Louise’s voice as an artist to be heard, to allow her a space to explore these 

culturally gendered issues. Many of the pedagogic changes have occurred as a direct 

response to my exposure to new ways of working and thinking in the paradigm shift I 

experienced as a result of the MA ATS. 

 

 Skelton and Francis (2009) propose that classroom interventionist gender strategies 

are not developed in a vacuum, but are based on specific theoretical beliefs. My 

acquisition of gender theories informed by both post structuralism and postmodernism 

allowed me as an artist-teacher the confidence to open these experimental avenues 

of research to my students and provide interventionist strategies in both normalised 

art practices and social practices. The discourse of the (suppressed) embodied 

feminine construct situated within the patriarchal social institutions that control female 

sexuality and agency are still important issues for young women students to address. 

As a critically aware feminist artist-teacher I have found that through dialogue; 

questioning and challenging students’ received (parental-influenced, peer-influenced, 

media influenced) views, I can begin to sow the seeds of doubt that challenge their 

received positioning, having the effect of raising their levels of interest and curiosity in 

their embodied, deeply embedded social situation or ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu: 1984). This 

can prompt (in this case) these female students to begin to challenge some of the 
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more destructive effects of their positioning or ‘Othering’ within socio-cultural 

institutions and discourses, and to encourage them to make artwork that acts as an 

intervention into these practices.  

 

Louise’s unit of work could have been a much less ambitious project if I had advised 

her to answer this rather conventional textiles starting point of ‘fixings and fastenings’ 

in a traditional, skills-based textiles manner. Through making connections with my 

own recent contemporary practice and theory (that I had extended as part of my 

LJMU MA ATS experiences), I was able to have the confidence to encourage Louise 

to challenge existing modes of traditional (safe) practices, and to investigate 

contemporary modes of working that address social concepts and issues she felt 

strongly about in order to drive her work forward.  

 

There is an insidious pressure in some schools and colleges to teach a very 

prescribed, didactic and teacher-directed course in art and design, a course that will 

reliably achieve examination success, but will not help in the development of creative 

self-directed art practitioners, as John Steers the secretary of NSEAD has noted:  

it is possible to run an ostensibly effective and efficient art department and 
achieve excellent examination results by means of assiduous teacher prescription 
and direction, where students are coached to replicate safe and reliable projects 
year after year (Steers, 2003) 

Students who learn through these more traditional, static, didactic practices such as 

those described by Steers above, often flounder at later stages of their education in 

H.E. art institutions when they are expected to work in a more contemporary, creative 

and autonomous manner. This often results in H.E. art students being asked to ‘forget 

all they have learned at A level’ and to start afresh to construct themselves as 

autonomous artists, a difficult task to achieve. This a missed opportunity for AS and 

A2 sixth-form level teaching, where students could begin to experience more 

autonomy creating practice that chimes with contemporary modes of work and begin 

to experiment and develop independent artist identities in supportive nurturing 

environment.  
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6.2: The Dirty Snow Dress  

This next case study is the work of a student from the same second year ‘A’ level 

textiles group Jane. Her work illustrates a complex working process dealing with 

difficult issues involved with the regulation of emerging sexuality. The question 

chosen as a starting point for this work was to produce a panelled garment. Jane 

started by critically analysing the work of contemporary fashion designers Chalayan 

and Balenciaga, as she states in her sketchbook:  

…my critical studies have inspired me greatly. Balenciaga has invited me to look 
more closely at texture by using just one colour, to make textures more 
prominent. Chalayan has encouraged me to look beneath the surface of a 
garment or a person and discover what may be hiding. I thoroughly enjoy this 
idea, and I know it will be a great source of inspiration for this project (Jane, 
Sketchbook, 2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to this contemporary fashion research Jane took photographs of the late 

snow on the surface of the road and the pavements, as it was beginning to 

disintegrate, both because of a sudden shower of warm rain and through the passage 

of cars and feet. She describes it in her sketchbook in terms of contrasts: 

 

In some places the snow 
remains untouched, 
however, I feel that the 
perfect pictures are far less 
exciting than the 
photographs that show 
contrast between the clean, 
white snow, and the dirty 
pavement it is beginning to 
reveal  

(Jane, Sketchbook, 2006). 
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From these starting points Jane proceeded to sample and experiment with different 

textile media and techniques, using innovative combinations of layered fabrics, free 

machine embroidery, painting on silk dye, folding and pleating, printing and relief 

quilting and sewing panels of fabric together. She used a monochromatic colour 

scheme, using transparent white fabrics layered over black or shades of grey – 

influenced by her analysis of the Balenciaga collection. She showed enjoyment in her 

extensive fabric explorations, even arranging for a fellow student to drive his car 

through fabric paint and then onto her fabric in the college car park to produce tyre 

tracks.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a discussion with me she expressed her pleasure in the creation of these samples, 

and yet still she still felt she wanted to convey more of the idea of the disturbing 

difference she had experienced when analysing her embodied reactions to the two 

surfaces she had photographed: the pure white snow and the damaged and dirty 

surfaces that were being revealed.  In the past I would have probably encouraged 

Jane to continue with this line of 

research and not to push the 

boundaries of her working practice 

further, but as a result of my MA 

ATS course I felt she could explore 

more deeply the conceptual aspects 

of her practice. 

 

She arranged her photographs and 

fabric samples with an encrustation 
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of dark acrylic paint linking the surfaces, 

and over the top of these she wrote 

answers to the question she had posed: 

what is beneath the clean white snow? 

These were displayed on scraps of torn 

paper to represent discarded pieces of 

litter, which contained groups of 

associated phrases in answer to this. 

From these starting points she began to make a metaphorical link between the pure 

white snow with the dirty street below, and then she made a metaphorical leap to a 

pure white dress with a ‘dirty’ girl beneath. 

I encouraged Jane to explore this concept in writing as she became embarrassed 

when trying to express verbally what she was thinking. 

 

In her writing Jane explores the notion of ‘a dirty girl 

[that] hides beneath a dress made of snow, trying to 

hide her blemishes’. This could suggest Jane is 

challenging a culturally imposed ideal image of a girl 

as being ‘pure’, symbolised by the wearing of a 

white dress, such as those traditionally worn to 

represent virginity in the Christian marriage or 

confirmation ceremony. Jane then suggests of this 

girl that ‘her only fear is to be discovered, she 

doesn’t realise what every one else can see – a dirty 

girl hiding herself beneath a dress made of snow’. 

Here Jane seems to be suggesting that although 

this construct of a contemporary girl appears virginal 

and pure, she hides her guilty secrets beneath an 

exterior layer, a layer that others already suspect is 

tarnished while viewing her.  

 

I pondered whether this concept could be linked to 

the positioning of the ‘male gaze’ (Mulvey, 1975) in 

Western society, the gaze that falls upon the girl 

under judgement; she is, as Foucault (1979) would 

describe, placed under surveillance in a panoptic 
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form observation, wanting to appear to society to be shown to be monitoring her own 

sexual behaviour. These were texts I had read as part of my MA ATS study and I 

shared some of these theoretical ideas with Jane. The wearing of white shows her 

purity Jane agreed, but as she suggests in her text: ‘People will walk all over her until 

they find the truth’. The last line she presents states this is: ‘A life that she forgot to 

live’. Here, Jane suggests that the end result of this act of repression and conformity, 

that this sham of respectability has imposed, will lead to this girl burying her 

aspirations, forgetting how to live her originally described life as she conforms to 

patriarchal cultural ideals of femininity.  

 

This prose demonstrated to me that Jane is aware of the pressures felt by many 

contemporary girls in western society who have to delicately negotiate and engineer a 

niche from which they can gain the agency to legitimately operate and reach their full 

potential, while still being subject to the patriarchal gaze and the restraints of customs 

and mores still used to modify and control female behaviour. I questioned, discussed 

and drew out a theoretical line that Jane could use to contextualise her practice 

lending her sections of texts to read and think about. 

 
As a response to these discussions Jane 

then decided to incorporate this piece of 

prose into the body of the dress; she hid 

snippets of this text beneath its semi-sheer 

surface distributing it throughout the layered 

garment to represent the different layers of 

meaning hidden and layered within this piece 

(fig.6).  
A detail of the hidden text (below).  

 

                                                                     The final garment (above). 
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Although this garment was constructed in panels to satisfy the exam question it had 

become the receptacle of deeper layers of meaning, as Jane explored the issue of 

the ‘becoming woman’ (de Beauvoir, 1979) contained within the developing sexuality 

of the contemporary girl she had discovered within the subject she had explored. The 

culmination of this project involved Jane performing a construct of contemporary 

girlhood in the dress. She created a series of still photographs of a performance, 

which she carefully staged in a dark back alley behind her house at night. Jane, 

wearing no shoes with her face dirtied, stares directly and knowingly into the lens of 

the camera, challenging the notion of purity that the dress is portraying. Here, Jane is 

photographed by her sister from a ladder, who she directed in order to achieve the 

exact angle of shot she is seeking.  

 

 
Jane’s ‘dirty girl’ performance (above). 

 

By re-drawing her own boundaries in this performance of a contemporary girl, Jane 

created an ideal place for experimentation within these constructs. I was reminded 

here of Deleuze (1979) who has described the notion a of a contemporary girl as 

playfully slipping in between the fixed binary positions delineated for men and women 

on the route to the ‘becoming woman’. This fluid playful, positioning can again be 
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linked to Butler’s description of sex as ‘an ideal construct, which is forcibly 

materialised through time’ (Butler, 1993:1). At this stage in these student’s lives they 

still have some agency to experiment with and perform a range of possible identities 

and the art curriculum is one of the few remaining areas of the curriculum that can still 

be utilised to facilitate and support these important modes of working. 

 

As with Louise I again spent a lot of time in dialogue with Jane, asking questions of 

her and drawing out the underlying concepts and philosophies on which her work was 

built, probing for metaphorical and theoretical links. This action is in response to my 

ATS training as I now ask these questions of myself within my own practice. Jane 

was a confident and well-motivated student who would have probably still received a 

high A Level grade for her work if left to follow her initial line of ‘methods and 

materials’ based research, and yet, when challenged to work more conceptually, it 

was as if she changed gear, working at an elevated level and thoroughly enjoying the 

challenge of a more conceptual approach.  

 

She became a more reflexive artist-learner and was eager to read and research 

extensively to further contextualise her practice. She was happy to spend extra time 

both at home and college creating her work. During this period she became a fully 

committed member of a ‘community of practitioners’ (Wenger 1999), often helping 

others within the group practically and in discussing their ideas and extending her 

research into the wider artistic community. At moments like these, (when I could find 

time for reflective thought) I recall I felt that this little community of practitioners was 

moving together, towards a functioning, interactive group, with those students still on 

the periphery (those not yet having the confidence or commitment to their practice) 

being supported and helped to move towards the centre of the group both through 

their interactions with me and by their interaction with the more committed, 

autonomous artist-learners as well. The more confident artist-learners were fast 

becoming autonomous artists, working with great commitment (with the artwork 

providing its own intrinsic reward), and interacting with the wider field of practice 

through independent research and networks of learning. They related to me as a 

critical friend, a fellow artist-teacher. They often initiated discussions about their work 

(and mine) within an atmosphere of mutual support and trust. At times such as these 

it was possible to put to one side the insidious constraints of the A level exam and 

work more as a community of artists. These moments were rare and valuable, giving 

a glimpse of a more nurturing feminised, student-centred approach that while it was 
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established in these during normative educational structures, could provide a space 

for both the artist-teacher and the artist-learner identities to emerge and perform. 

 
A ‘dirty girl’ photograph staged by Jane and manipulated using Adobe Photoshop (below). 
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6.3: A summary of the student case study findings 

In the case studies described both Jane and Louise recognise the pressures on them 

to conform to certain gender ideals, and both knowingly perform acts of resistance to 

the constraining factors of the constructs of girl and womanhood offered to them in 

contemporary ‘Western’ culture. Both use aspects of performance to explore differing 

ideas of the ‘girl’ and the ‘woman’. This is a useful device to enable some distance to 

be placed between themselves as subjects and the new, critical constructs they 

create within their work. Jane uses her artwork and performance as an embodiment 

of her thought processes, and this conceptually-based work comments on the duality 

of expectations she encounters for contemporary girls, where the expectations of 

purity grate against the sexualisation of the female body prevalent in contemporary 

images found in advertising and fashion. As Butler states: ‘the power is in the 

reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it then regulates and 

constrains’ (Butler 1993:2). Jane seeks to comment on the duality she perceives in 

the societal positioning of girls as pure and virginal, and the opposing pressure for 

girls to be presented as a sexually available commodity. She explores her complex 

feelings through this work and expresses her embodiment of the authentic duality of 

the sexuality of the contemporary girl hiding beneath the ‘pure white’ expectation.  

 

Over the past ten years since the effects of my participation MA ATS my revitalised 

and changed art practice, theoretical studies and current research have influenced 

greatly my pedagogical philosophy allowing me to draw on a wide range of current 

theory and practice when responding to the work produced by my students. For 

example, I have encouraged the use contemporary working practices such as time-

based media in textiles practice; a mode of work not usually associated with textiles 

at this level. In some cases the changes I have made have manifest themselves in 

allowing students to gain the confidence to become considerably more autonomous 

artists, and for myself to aim to become a more ‘reflective practitioner’ (Schon, 1983), 

seeking to locate students within an axis of practice, and to help them to broaden out 

and develop from that starting point to gain entry into a ‘community of practice’ 

(Wenger, 1999; 2005). Learning, according to Wenger, is not a solitary concern but 

essentially social, involving participation in communities of practice as well as 

complex processes of incorporating theory into everyday work practice (1999).  

 

This model of a community of practitioners has been a useful one to apply to my 

artist-learners and myself as their artist-teacher, with the field of contemporary art 
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practice being at the centre, and artist-teachers and artist-students being plotted in 

concentric circles radiating outwards depending on levels of knowledge, commitment 

and identification. The problems I have discussed here in these case studies illustrate 

the struggle and art of pedagogy in tailoring meaningful experiences for all my 

students in terms of their (female) gendered art education, in terms of their 

relationship and their exposure to the wider field of contemporary practice mediated 

through the institutional need for them to achieve higher exam grades. Wenger (2005) 

suggests that there are inherent dangers of disaffection within educational institutions, 

and that by: 

 ‘focusing on an institutionalised curriculum without addressing issues of identity 
thus risks serving only those who have an identity of participation with respect to 
the material in other contexts … for many students school presents a choice 
between a meaningful identity and learning (p. 270)  

In that much orthodox art education already suffers from problems of hegemonic, 

unthinking patriarchal identification, female students can face problems establishing 

meaningful artist identities (as I indicated in my own biographical case study). 

Through introducing contemporary (female) artists who work with issues of gendered 

identity into the curriculum I can lessen this misidentification and build a case for the 

student’s own voice to be central in their practice. This has the effect of making their 

artwork more meaningful and of creating feelings of ownership (of their own practice) 

and belonging (to the wider field of art).  

 

Wenger (2005) proposes that in terms of establishing their identities as learners’ 

students need: 

1. Places of engagement; 

2. Materials and experiences with which to build an image of the world and 

themselves; 

3. Ways of having an effect on the world and making their actions matter.  

(p. 271) 

Once learning communities are established and connected to the outside world in 

meaningful ways teaching events can be designed around them. This has the effect 

of opening up students’ experiences and broadening their experience of the 

concentric rings of interaction and involvement. My experience of the MA ATS had 

the effect of creating a network of artists, artist-teachers, curators, gallery staff and 

educationalists from HE for me to interact with in order that I might extend my 

practice, theory and pedagogy. I aimed to some extent to recreate this experience 

within my students’ experience, giving them access to galley visits and contemporary 
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practitioners in order that they may legitimate, contextualise and locate their own 

practice within these domains.  I also provide them with the tools of critical analysis 

and introduce them to art theory and social theory to enable them to further 

understand, situate and disseminate their practice.  

 

Wenger (2005) proposes that ‘educational design can be seen as a resource to a 

learning community’ (p. 275), and that learning communities cannot exist in isolation 

but that they must be affiliated to the sphere in which they exist:  

Teachers need to represent their communities of practice in educational settings. 
This type of lived authenticity brings into the subject matter the concerns, sense 
of purpose, identification and emotion of participation…This principle suggests 
that being an active practitioner with an authentic form of participation might be 
one of the most deeply essential requirements for teaching (p. 277). 

Here, Wenger seems to be describing almost perfectly the model of an Artist–teacher.  

Many contemporary art practices can be said to challenge traditional understandings 

of practice, and this can have implications for the evaluation and assessment of 

pupils’ artwork and the identity of the artist-teacher. As I have noted earlier, when the 

pressure of results determined by external examinations are seen as being the main 

criteria for an institution’s success, there is a temptation in many art departments to 

teach towards ‘safe’ teacher-led practices that stifle individual student-based choice 

and experimental work, but which still achieve good results in examinations (Steers, 

2003). The recent Artist Teacher Scheme National Evaluation corroborates notions of 

change and proposes that:  

Both quantitative and qualitative evidence shows that many artist-teachers have 
fundamentally rethought their practice and developed new ways of working in 
school. Their practice has been strengthened, deepened and widened in many 
ways and some are also using their own creative work in school’ (Galloway et al 
2006: 65). 

This evaluation also notes however; ‘an innovative teacher who goes on an ATS 

course but whose department has a different ideology may find it difficult to pursue 

new ideas’ (op.cit: 38). As these student projects have shown, it is possible to 

facilitate students to produce innovative creative work within the current system, 

resisting the trend towards accountability and as Steers describes it, developing a 

‘teacher-proof education system’ (2003: 22) that is increasingly prevalent. 

 

Through my experience and training as an artist-teacher I have become more 

reflective and reflexive in my pedagogy; I constantly question my reactions to my 

students’ practice. Before I feedback, my response is momentarily viewed through the 



 206 

lens of (my recently acquired) art theory, social theory, and also through the lens of 

my own practice. The ATS has enabled me to enact a more critical pedagogy; this 

often results in questioning my students more and giving my own value judgements 

less. I provide contemporary links for my students to follow and supply them with 

relevant texts to read, but my overarching aim is for them to critically engage with 

their own practice contextualised within the wider field of contemporary art practice 

and social theory. This has the effect of changing the power relationships in the 

classroom, as Adams et al (2008) note that  ‘creating the conditions for learners’ 

critical thinking often means bestowing the learners with agency’ (p. 5). 

 
As I have aimed to demonstrate in this section, it is imperative that teachers of art are 

able to reinvest in the development of their own work and their understanding of 

contemporary art theory and practices, to enable their pedagogic practices to reflect 

more relevant, contemporary ways of working. A more conceptual approach to 

learning, such as my interest in gender theory and issues, can act as a vehicle to 

challenge existing modes of pedagogy, and through critically engaged pedagogy 

facilitate, challenge and enable students to think deeply, and explore complex issues 

that exist in their lived experience of contemporary society. It can also move them 

towards becoming self-motivated and well-informed artists, having the effect of taking 

student practice beyond that which is normally achieved within the constraints of 

timed A level exam based modes of work. 

 

The ways in which my identity as a gendered artist-teacher has been shaped and 

how this influences the work my students’ produce is complex and layered. When in 

the artroom, I draw upon all my past lived-experiences and the theoretical frameworks 

that I use to make sense of these. My artist-teacher-researcher identity changes and 

is not fixed, but is regularly reshaped in the reflexive and reflective interactions I 

participate in, set in different sites such as the home, the college, as a researcher in a 

university etc. As Giddens has suggested ‘the self, like the broader institutional 

contexts in which it exists has to be reflexively made. Yet this task has to be 

accomplished amid a puzzling diversity of options and possibilities’ (1991: 3). As the 

traditional essentialist gender certainties of the past break down under multiple 

theoretical challenges, renegotiated gender identities become a rich area of discourse 

and exploration. This has been apparent in my own research as an artist (in the 

previous chapter) and as a research student for this PhD, and is now becoming more 
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frequently taken up in the classroom by my students wishing to explore issues 

relating to their own relative positioning. 

 

 I recognise that I hold overarching ideals that can never be fully realised as I work 

within socio-cultural constraints, ideologies and restrictions of both the institutions that 

employ me and the exam boards my pedagogy is subject to. And yet within these 

constraints I seek to engineer small acts of resistance, changes in curriculum choices, 

ethos and power that allow me to reflexively create border-spaces or border-lands in 

which I can effect change and resist orthodoxies. I have named these acts of 

pedagogic resistance ‘guerrilla pedagogy’ where many small acts of resistance or 

even merely reflexive thought, build towards an ideal where more equitable gender 

relations exist in the field of art education, and society’s structures of knowledge 

making and recording are not patriarchally biased.  The shift of ethos as discussed in 

the previous chapter is towards creating more ‘feminine’, learner-centred spaces 

where more cooperative, supportive, nurturing learning experiences can be created, 

spaces that oppose the individualistic, competitive ideals of the current regime. I find 

it interesting that Wenger makes an analogy between the paradox of learning being a 

matter of identity, and identity being a matter of learning, to notions of parenthood: 

In the life-giving power of mutality lies the miracle of parenthood… a frail bridge 
across the abyss, a slight breach of the law, a small gift of undeserved trustn– it 
is almost a theorem for love that we can open our practices and communities to 
others (newcomers and outsiders), invite them into our own identities of 
participation, let them be what they are not, and thus start what cannot be started 
(p. 277). 

It is the small act of trust between artist-teacher and artist-learner that is 

transformative in these new spaces for praxis/learning; as an artist teacher I take the 

risk of exposing my practice (and frailty) to my artist-learners, and they respond by 

allowing their authentic engagement with their practice to be exposed, shared and 

situated within a widening community of learners. These events are not commonplace 

and they take a long time to build, and are easily destroyed or set back, but they are 

immensely valuable in terms of their transformative and emancipatory effects. In 

these exchanges the identity of the learner becomes in effect that of an artist-learner, 

as they take ownership of their practice. 
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6.4: A broadening out 

A poststructuralist view depicts identity as shifting, fluid and discursively produced, 

and when pedagogically situated within education is the product of altering discourses 

about what it is to be a teacher. These discourses are formed in various sites and are 

influenced by the profound changes perceived to have occurred in the western world 

during the last few decades. My gendered artist-teacher identity has in effect been 

deconstructed and reconstructed many times over the years, and has been 

influenced by both these wider societal changes and by the ethos and policy of the 

different schools and colleges in which I have taught.  

 

I carried out my initial training not long after the ‘Plowden Report’ (1967) had 

established itself in placing the child firmly at the centre of the educational process; 

with child centred education leading much of the initial policy and setting the ethos of 

many of the primary schools I worked in. My initial teacher-identity embodied 

characteristics of caring, vocation and child-centredness, which were not oppositional 

to the mother-artist identity of my private/ domestic life. Despite the social mores of 

the time (1970s) that mitigated against my single-parent- teacher status in school, I 

still was able to identify strongly with the child-centred project of education, which 

could be described as a ‘dominant’ (Williams, 1977) affective element of my initial 

artist-teacher identity construction. However, during the 1970s and 1980s increasing 

political intervention began to cast doubt on this child-centredness. The ‘Rhodes 

Boyson Black Papers’ culminating in the 1992 report ‘Curriculum Organisation and 

Classroom Practice in the Primary Schools’ dismantled much of the Plowden Report’s 

underlying philosophy. The Conservative Government’s National Curriculum and new 

contracts and conditions of service had been imposed in the late 1980s, and early 

1990s. These followed months of embattled industrial action. During this period 

stories of ‘teacher burn-out’ and terms such as ‘innovation overload’ and ‘de-

professionalisation’ were abundant in the media, as teachers like myself had to re-

adjust and reconstruct themselves within these new audit discourses. I remember the 

fear and angst induced by the increasing row of National Curriculum files that were 

lined up on my shelf in my primary classroom at this time, and the endless meetings, 

late night box ticking and paperwork that followed their arrival. The continuing effects 

of the deep structural changes described in Beck’s (1992) notion of the ‘risk society’ 

led to an emphasis on economic rationalism, efficiency and marketability, and the 

growth of ‘management systems and audit accountability and an attack on moral 

systems, such as child-centeredness’ (Beck, 2002: 90). Thus, in my career as a 
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teacher, I have moved from an education system that placed child-centred education 

at the centre of its policy and philosophy to a structure where child-centred learning 

has become almost an unfashionable moral inconvenience in an increasingly 

commoditised and bureaucratised education system.   

 

These case studies acted as an intervention into the current system and have 

demonstrated that it is still possible (and desirable) to practice pedagogy with a 

greater degree of (child-centred) artist-learner agency placed at the centre of the 

learning experience. I have demonstrated a model that allows the construction of a 

more feminised, cooperative pedagogical space, a co-dependent community of 

learners. Through drawing on my own experiences of practice and theory described 

in the next and last chapter I explain how it is possible still to assume the position of a 

critical artist-teacher within this community of learners.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

This chapter presents a reiteration of the main points of the investigation and initiates 

a discussion and summary of the key findings. Here I contextualise and corroborate 

the major findings from the case studies with relevant data from the earlier research, 

taking into account the impact that my initial participation on the LJMU ATS MA 

course has had in the furthering of my art practice, my theoretical understanding and 

my pedagogy.  I provide an analysis and discussion of the reasons for changes that 

have occurred by utilising and extending the theoretical models I have laid out in 

earlier chapters.  

 

Initially this study set out to find the ways in which (and to what extent) gendered 

artist-teacher identities are constructed and reconstructed as a result of exposure to 

the ATS. Through a preliminary investigation of artist-teacher identities in chapter one 

I explored the concept, history and etymology of the term ‘artist-teacher’, and 

analysed how these have been applied to the field of English art education. I followed 

this with an introduction to the aims and organisation of the NSEAD Artist Teacher 

Scheme, surveying the literature that revealed the underlying philosophy of the 

scheme.  

 

One of the main findings from the initial pilot research was that the development of 

the identity of artist-teachers is strengthened initially by the re-starting and re-

invigorating their art practice, which, when contextualised within the contemporary 

field of art, can go on to elicit change in the way that pedagogic practices are 

understood and practised in the classroom.  I found that this happens over an 

extended period of time, sometimes over a number of years, and initially, that artist-

teachers need time to gain confidence and satisfaction from reinvigorating, and 

sometimes restarting or challenging their existing practice, thereby giving them the 

confidence to feel validated as artists. I established that over this period artist-

teachers reflected on their renewed practice, and had it legitimated through the 

course structure of exhibition and exposure to the wider artistic community.  

 

This legitimation of artist-teacher practice has the effect of reinforcing their identity as 

an artist, which, as Galloway et al (2006) found, was one of the main reasons for their 

initial involvement in the scheme. Interestingly, I discovered that it was art practice 

that was defined as the main area artist-teachers felt they had become out of touch 

with, as opposed to their pedagogic practices in which the majority were secure. As 
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these ATS participants progressed onto higher-level and longer ATS courses, such 

as the MA ATS, they continued to rethink practice through their growing awareness of 

contemporary art, and through the assimilation and application of art theory and 

cultural theory. My early findings were corroborated by Stanley (2004) and verified 

both by the Galloway report (2006), and the more recent Page report (2010). 

 

A further interesting finding from this early research was that artist-teacher confidence 

can be dented by the premature introduction of high level social theory too early in the 

course structure. I found that if this happens prematurely some artist-teachers 

experience feelings of inadequacy and see theory as a challenge to their current 

more traditional models of practice and pedagogy. This has been likened to a ‘culture-

shock’ (Stanley, 2004), which could be described as a confrontation with a Lacanian 

‘Real’. Stanley has described this culture shock a being similar to the feelings one has 

when being immersed in the culture of a different country for the first time. The 

assimilation of theory alongside contemporary practice, I found, can only successfully 

happen over an extended period of time. Participants have to encounter working 

outside the ‘comfort zone’ of their safe practice, taking risks with new ways of 

working. Then they can contextualise their work within their growing knowledge of 

contemporary art and their increasing ability to use valid theoretical frameworks within 

which it can be theorised. I found this lengthy process has the effect of moving these 

‘reflective’ participants from feelings of isolation or of ‘being left behind’ or ‘on the 

outside’ of the artistic community (that many reported in their initial questionnaires), 

towards feelings of ‘belonging’ to an artistic ‘community of practice’ (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger 1999). Both Stanley (2004) and Galloway (2006) recommend 

that longitudinal case studies of individual artist-teachers needed to be collected to 

investigate the schemes’ culminative effect over an extended period of time. This was 

an identified gap in the existing ATS research that this study fulfils in my 

autobiographical interrogation of art practice and pedagogies. A further important 

factor that my initial research uncovered was that the majority of artist-teachers on the 

scheme were female, and at this point in my research I decided that this had to 

become a central focus of the study; consequently, I narrowed my field of interest to 

concentrate my research on an analysis of the specificities of the development of 

female artist-teacher identities.  

 

Chapter two investigated how gendered artist-teacher identities were constructed, 

presenting a theoretical exploration into the formation of identity as it is documented 

in a variety of different relevant fields. As Readman (2002) noted, identity can now be 
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described as ‘being more contingent, fragile and incomplete and thus more amenable 

to reconstitution’ (Redman in du Gay et al, 2002: 2). I found the field of identity theory 

has grown enormously during the last three decades. With its increasing degree of 

complexity, plurality and the diversity of social contexts, the field of identity theory can 

be described as mirroring the complexity and non-fixity of the changing socio-cultural 

field within which female artist-teachers operate. I found this challenging information 

to assimilate and noted the tensions that existed between different fields, however, it 

is through these differing theoretical perspectives that artist-teachers are situated 

within the contemporary gendered fields of art and art education, cast within the 

overarching domain of the phenomenology of the embodied, gendered, lived 

experience. I noted how the self is always a social construct that involves a shifting 

matrix of interrelated factions of practice, ideology and power. I navigated a path 

through the uneasy relationships I found between post structural feminist and the 

postmodern positioning finding where I could assimilate my lived embodied gendered 

experience. I found the borderlands between different fields to be interesting and 

fruitful areas to traverse. 

 

Included in chapter two was a description of the ways in which gender specific art 

practices and gendered identities have been enhanced by the imposition of 

institutional structures; structures that have retained a ‘naturalised’ patriarchal stain or 

influence that still affects current practices. I analysed alternatives through an 

investigation of the contemporary construction of alternative identities (Adams 2003, 

Atkinson 2002, 2008), instigating a discussion and analysis of the positions adopted 

by more recent research in both gender theory and art educational theory. Using 

these more critical and reflective positions I interrogated my construction as a female-

gendered artist using ‘a view from elsewhere’ (Irigaray, 1980) and ‘reading against 

the grain’ (Pollock, 1999). This enabled me to open a feminine space from which I 

could articulate my practice and make sense of my gendered positioning within 

western art and art educational structures. I found within this theoretical positioning I 

could more comfortably begin to articulate what I had previously felt, but had been 

unable to say. Through using these theoretical modes, I also found I could articulate 

my multiple subjectivities more successfully through the use of narrative defined by 

using different fonts to define my own voice and position. 

 

In chapter three the methodology I employed in this research fits into an interpretive 

paradigm, which used mainly ethnographic and feminist/gender theory. The specificity 

of the embodied presence of the gendered artist-teacher/artist-learner has been a 
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central theme in my research. To collect the data for this study I employed 

questionnaires, interviews, case studies, and I utilised my autobiographic narrative life 

history in addition to documentary study. I also included art practice as both evidence 

and research through DVD film and photography of artwork. These methods revealed 

that my participation on this course could be described as acting as a catalyst in 

motivating changes to my art practice and ‘giving voice’ to my theoretical 

understanding and my positioning as a female-gendered artist-teacher. I sought 

evidence of these effects longitudinally in my art practice and in my pedagogy, and I 

documented the effects that my experience had on the artwork produced by my sixth 

form college students’. The findings from these case studies were in turn used to 

explore the effects that my own changed practices on my students’ art practice, and 

their understanding and exposure to contemporary practices and theory. I found 

narrative writing and art practice were the methods I used that allowed the affective 

nuanced readings of my positioning to come to the fore, it was here that I felt my 

gendered embodied self was best represented.  

 

Chapter four presented the longitudinal, in depth narrative autobiographical case 

study of myself as an artist-teacher in the context of the Sixth Form College art 

department. Here I introduced a brief contextualisation of my past practice and 

pedagogies, discussing my familial and institutional identity construction as an 

embodied female- gendered artist and a teacher. I explored how becoming a member 

of these communities of practice (both educational and art) changed not only my 

philosophy and my pedagogy but also subsequently affected the artwork and 

theoretical understanding of my students. In this section of the study I also outlined 

and discussed the LJMU MA Artist-Teacher course content, taking into account the 

problems of institutional constraints on initiating and implementing change at my 

College. I again found it helpful to identify different voices in this chapter to investigate 

my identity construction, the voice of: myself as a researcher, myself as artist-teacher, 

myself as mother, and my earlier familial self remembered. I identified with the 

position taken by Raphael-Reed (2009) proposes that this mode of working can help 

to ‘unpack’ narrative research, suggesting that through research we can transform our 

own identities suggesting: ‘research is potentially a fertile medium for exploring and 

transforming our own identities, weaving new wisdoms through re-searching, re-

finding, and re-making (2009:90 in Francis and Skelton). I found this narrative writing 

to be a useful way to be reflective and to analyse my changing identity alongside 

theoretical and socio-cultural positioning. 
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Chapter five presented, discussed and interrogated my personal art practice, here I 

explored the rationale for the inclusion of art practice as an academically acceptable 

form of research in this thesis, making a case for including and developing art 

practice as a necessary element of an artist-teachers’ identity, suggesting that art 

practice should be recognised as a legitimate research tool in the educational context 

(Sullivan, 2005; Candlin, 2001).  I asked to what extent new and hybrid forms of 

knowledge are created in the symbiotic relationship between theory and practice, and 

in this thesis examined links between my art practice and pedagogical practice. 

 

My film ‘Møther’ (2007) was designed as an interrogation into the troubled place that 

the female gendered, embodied experience still inhabits within the field of western art 

and society. It explored the contemporary pregnant body through the relationship/s 

that exist between the embodied, female-gendered artist-teacher and the pregnant 

model, situated within the complex dynamic of familial relationships. This artwork was 

presented as an intervention into the normative binary gendering of art subjects and 

artists within a phallocentric cannon.  I discussed and contextualised this work both 

historically and within the field of contemporary art, finding that there has been a 

negation of the spaces of femininity in western art. These findings were then applied 

and discussed in relation to art education, where, to some extent this female pairing – 

the representation and positioning of these similar female-gendered embodied 

subjects (female artist and female maternal model), still produces tensions. In effect I 

agree with the position adopted by Pollock (1999), proposing that critically engaged 

artist-teachers will have to declare ‘culture wars’, as Pollock (1999) has mooted, 

highlighting to their students that the traditional ‘canon is a discursive structure of 

masculine narcissism within the exercise of cultural hegemony’ (1999: xiv). 

 

Pollock (1996b) uses Mary Kelly’s ‘inscriptions of the feminine’ to suggest a linkage to 

a lost language of the feminine which is sought by artists attempting to speak in or 

from the place of the feminine: 

A feminist reading for the inscriptions of the feminine means listening for traces of 
subjectivity formed in the feminine within and in conflict with a phallocentric 
system. Beyond that, it implies figuring out what working from that place, however 
unconsciously, might be producing, as yet unarticulated, unrepresented, 
unsignified, unrecognised (Pollock, 1996b: 74) 

My practice is located within this mode of working, I seek within it to utilise a feminine 

voice through which to explore the cooperative feminine space produced within a 
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familial setting and explore the ‘disavowed’ relationship between mother and 

daughter. 

  

As I described in chapters 5 and 6 when women artists and artist-teachers make art, 

and artist-teachers reference other artist’s work in their teaching, they often have to 

take into account and question the normative artist subject (male, white Euro-ethnic, 

middle class, hetero-sexual, able bodied) in new and productive ways, ways that 

produce more nuanced concepts of subjectivity (Meskimmon, 2003: 71). By using the 

work of poststructuralist feminist philosophers and cultural theorists as a starting point 

to analyse the portrayal of the pregnant/maternal body, I have ‘worked against the 

grain’ (Pollock 1996b) to deconstruct the existing normalised readings of the feminine 

body in western visual art practice. Through theory and practice I have explored the 

links between corporeality, embodiment, thinking and knowing. In utilising in-depth 

investigation into the construction of my artist-teacher identity and subjectivity I have 

investigated difference, embodiment, performativity and becoming in both the private 

(domestic/family) space and analysed how this relates to the public sphere 

(college/art-classroom). I have approached these concepts in this study not as 

separate theories but through the intersections of ideas, practices and contexts.  

 

I used feminist philosophy to help me to understand the position of the feminine in 

constructs of subjectivity, noting how Irigaray (1993) challenged the lack of the visible 

female philosophical subject, and indicating how this challenge is later taken up by 

Grosz (1999) who identified the ways in which the female body is ‘spoken through’ by 

representational practices in ways that confront the (male) neutrality embedded in 

liberal concepts of subjectivity (Howson, 2005). Grosz (1999) reinforces the 

importance for feminists of locating their practices on the ‘borderlands’ between 

traditionally separated fields of knowledge and suggests moving across disciplines to 

find ways of addressing sexual difference from specific feminine locations. 

 

The two examples of my sixth form students’ work, which were included in chapter six 

as case studies, were presented through photographs and text.  I considered this 

artwork to be a form of resistance to hegemonic art educational practices by applying 

a ‘critically engaged’ pedagogy that utilised both contemporary theory and practice I 

explored the ways in which, and to what extent, artist-teachers and artist-learners 

could be said to acquire a critical awareness of visual and cultural practices that can 

then be used to challenge the received hegemony of both hegemonic cultural capital 

and gendered identities. I proposed that as a result of my ATS MA I had undergone a 
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change of pedagogic ethos that I described as encompassing the provision of a more 

critically engaged yet cooperative feminine space, which was an important factor in 

facilitating the community of artists I was aiming to establish within the sixth form 

college environment. 

 

I found that these case studies together demonstrated that the development of 

critically engaged artist-teacher identities encouraged the application of a more 

heuristic, conceptual approach to pedagogy, as opposed to a traditional more 

didactic, skills-based approach. I proposed that this critically engaged pedagogy 

could act as a vehicle for moving students towards developing independent artist 

identities, and in the case studies described, take some of their practice beyond that 

which is normally achieved (or measured) within the constraints of A Level art 

practice. I noted however, that these practices are not significantly rewarded by the 

existing exam board assessment criteria, but noted that they were more in tune with 

the contemporary practices found within galleries and promoted within art education 

in higher education, particularly in art colleges (Engage, 2006). It seems that the 

modes of working adopted by many more skills based sixth-form college students in 

AS and A2 art are in danger of becoming divergent from the requirements of art 

courses in HE, and those practices valued by the creative industries, where creative 

risk taking, independence and initiative are appreciated (Engage, 2006). As Atkinson 

(2008) has noted: 

…‘if real learning is a problem of existence that involves a movement into a new 
ontological state, which means the fracturing of established subjectivities, then 
pedagogy has to support this encounter with the Real. Rather than being driven 
by assimilated objects or bodies of knowledge it has to try to accommodate 
learning encounters that precipitate new forms of learning (p.238). 

The challenge to pedagogy to accommodate Atkinson’s notions of learning described 

here suggests the application of radical pedagogies. In this article Atkinson (2008) 

also proposes that pedagogy as we know it may itself have to be subsumed by 

communities of learners; an analogy can be made here with Barthes’ notion of the 

‘Death of the Author’ (1977), that in the formation of these new artist-learner identities 

the death of the teacher and artist may be necessary (at least in as far as the 

traditional constructs of them may be concerned), to reinstate the birth of the artist-

teacher, and to provoke the necessary challenge to traditional practices Atkinson 

suggests.  
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7.1:  Implications of this study for practice 

Based on the evidence presented above a spirit of critique needs to be engendered 

that enables newly theorised artist-teachers to find a forum from which to question the 

political contexts that shape and regulate current educational and art education 

practices (Woods, 1996). An opening up of restrictive assessment-driven, audit-

cultures is essential to create more cooperative, feminine spaces within which artist-

teachers are enabled to engage with radical pedagogies within communities of 

practice, spaces in which artist-learners and artist-teachers can operate creatively, 

spaces that welcome the challenges of difference and change artist-teachers face in 

their gendered, lived experiences that enable them to negotiate and create new 

pedagogies and promote experimental modes of learning.  

 

The ways in which female-gendered artist-teachers are subjectively embodied in 

relation to space, knowledge and sexed specificity has been central to this study, in 

as much as the body can be described as the first site of subjectivity. As Butler (1993) 

has proposed, bodies and their materiality do in fact matter; not as fixed essences but 

as contested sites, where encounters between the body and social systems that 

articulate corporeality through difference (such as sexual, racial, generational etc) can 

be explored. As Meskimmon has summarised: ‘the situation and the physical and 

discursive location of the sexed subjects is critical to the knowledges they make’ 

(2003: 73). Pollock suggests, in relation to women’s art practice, that: 

…we are searching for ways to acknowledge ‘the spaces of femininity’ and its 
subjective temporalities in the rhythms of women’s lived experience within and 
against the hierarchies of sexual difference as that is configured in complex social 
formulations of class race and sexuality ( Pollock: 1996:8). 

Perhaps new taxonomies will have to be applied to women’s art practices, 

taxonomies that adopt ways of describing and interrogating women’s art that fully take 

into account this nuanced material difference. For example Merck and Townsend 

(2002) describe how in Tracey Emin’s piece entitled Exploration of the Soul, the 

connections between the body of the artist and her practice move beyond notations of 

confession into new territory. Emin’s work here questions the relationship between 

representation, lived experience and the construction of the self, when she tries to 

speak of her gendered, embodied, socially silenced experience. In this text-image 

artwork describing her experience of abortion, Emin positions herself both as an artist 

and as a mother-not-to-be, and she equally celebrates her right to choose abortion 

while simultaneously mourning for her never-to-be-born children. When these 
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complex events are placed alongside her hypersexuality and her abusive past, her 

positioning as an embodied woman artist in the socio-cultural-context of the 

contemporary field of art exposes the deeply layered complexity of locating and 

documenting this practice. 

 

MacIntyre (2007) proposes that contemporary attempts to envisage human lives 

holistically encounter two obstacles, one social and the other philosophical. The 

social obstacle can be described as the way in which modernity compartmentalises 

human life into separate segments each with their own norms and behaviours. The 

way in which contemporary British education is organised, controlled and segmented 

chimes with the problems that MacIntyre describes. Schooling has in many cases 

become very separated from wider notions of learning, and from ideas of learner 

ownership or agency, especially when relating to the process of learning that takes 

place outside the public educational sphere.  

 

This sense of the compartmentalisation in which contemporary pedagogy exists can 

equally be applied both to the experience of a work/home divide, and to notions of a 

corporate/personal divide that operates in the ethos of the competence-based-audit-

culture of contemporary educational establishments such as schools and colleges. In 

this study I have found this to be especially relevant for female artist-teachers with 

children. Women are encouraged not to merge or to overlap their professional 

teacher identities with their mothering/parenting identities and the skills they share. As 

an acute illustration of this point: 

 

I remember early in my teaching career the distinct feeling of being 
two separate people and of markedly having to adopt a teacher persona 
on entering the classroom. I could not even admit to having a daughter 
in the school in which I was a student teacher, as I was not 
married, and entitled ‘Miss’ in the school environment, I was in effect 
institutionally silenced, unable to be acknowledged as a mother, and 
subsequently had to keep my professional teacher identity and my 
mother identity very separate. I can remember acutely the feelings of 
angst this suppression of my mother status caused me, for example 
when staff meetings went on longer than expected, knowing I would 
be late to pick up my child from the nursery, yet being unable to 
admit to her existence and therefore rendered silent and powerless. 
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In this study I suggest that the problems in the positioning of the maternal/Other in the 

field of visual art can be equally applied to the position occupied by the 

female/maternal artist-teacher in the field of art education, where not only is the 

subject of art still suffering from an under representation of women as artists, but the 

power-structures and systems of organisation often still negate domestic, child 

rearing and family life. The majority of artist-teachers are female and many combine 

family and parenting with creating artwork and teaching, juggling to find time to be an 

artist-teacher within these other competing demands. Yet the event of pregnancy and 

mothering is central to many female artist-teachers identities and is a powerful site of 

mutual cooperative learning.  

 

It was interesting to note that some of female artist-teachers I have interviewed who 

are employed to run large art departments choose to be, or are, childless.  Other 

artist-teachers I have interviewed who combine a young family and full-time work 

often call on the services of their mothers to run their homes in their absence. It is still 

frequently assumed that when a woman artist-teacher has children she will return to 

work part-time and it is often assumed she will relinquish any positions of leadership. I 

recently interviewed one such artist-teacher (who was the main wage earner in her 

household) and who had returned after her maternity leave to find she had been 

assigned a post of less responsibility without consultation. She described the struggle 

she had experienced to enable her to return to her original contract, and how she had 

to bring in her union in order to reinstate her to her initial position on her return. She 

remonstrated that she now felt she had to find a new post as these negotiations had 

caused a bad working atmosphere and established a mutual lack of trust.  

 

MacIntyre, in addition to the social problems described above, suggested that there 

are philosophical problems that make it difficult for us to describe our lives as a 

whole, explaining these in terms of a tendency to oversimplify actions and events; to 

describe notions and behaviours in terms of ‘basic actions’ that are not connected to 

what has happened to us before, and to present separate actions as if they are 

disconnected from the more intelligible ‘whole narratives of our lives’ (2007: 204). 

This resonates strongly with the position of the mother-as-Other within the field of art 

and art education; MacIntyre’s divisions describe my own inabilities at times to be 

able to connect to my past public and private life.  

 

These feelings of disjointedness are echoed in my experiences as an artist-teacher in 

art education, where female artist-teachers are to some degree operating in 
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contested territory when immersed in the masculine systems of individualistic, 

competence, performance-based pedagogies. When this philosophical clash is 

layered with the disconnect experienced between the public and private domain of the 

mother/parent, it can increase the level of tensions in which women artist-teachers 

who are mothers operate. Added to these significant difficulties are the problems 

associated with the representation of the woman (and mother) as Other within the 

field of visual art, both as artist and subject. This is exacerbated by the lack of women 

artists in the critical and contextual references used in the teaching of art.  

 

7.1.2: Pedagogy 

The destabilising and often uncomfortable assimilation of new practice and theory into 

established pedagogic practice was recalled by some of the artist-teachers I 

interviewed during my research: old, comfortable, safe pedagogic structures practised 

over numerous years in many art classroom models; structures that produce good 

results in examinations were not lightly changed for more challenging, contemporary 

and risky ways of working (Adams, 2010). The unsettling influence of contemporary 

practices, along with a sharing of the responsibility for learning with students, in some 

cases meant a perception of a loss of power and status that challenged the identities 

of both the artist-teacher and the artist-learner. In chapter two I used projects such as 

Room 13 (2007) to illustrate the possibilities of an alternative model of operation (at 

least as far as the pupils involved were concerned). I noted earlier how there seemed 

to be an increasing move towards conservatism in educational establishments that 

was also being played out in art departments, an ethos of ‘playing safe’ and a 

withdrawing from more adventurous critically engaged, conceptual ways of working, a 

retreat to a set of more traditional practices. These traditional practices often include 

studying a narrow, established western canon of artists, and teaching within a limited 

skills-based, observational realism, practices of the sort that permeated the art 

establishments at the start of the last century (Macdonald, 2004; Downing, D. & 

Watson, R. 2004).  This conservatism has also been amplified by the recent adoption 

of the neo-liberal market ethos: a results-based, audit-culture, identified by a high 

incidence of inspection and accountability that has increasingly come to dominate 

educational institutions (Hall, 2007; Kress, 2005). 

 

As evidenced in the ‘School Art: What’s in it?’ report (Downing, D. & Watson, R: 

2004) this set of traditional practices is clearly still the prevailing model adopted in 
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many schools. An example of this type of limited practice was in evidence at a recent 

GCE exam board standardisation meeting I attended (2010): 

 

A set of work from an entire AS fine art group was exhibited to 
illustrate current grade standards. In this example of the work from 
an entire class, all the students had reproduced the same project 
from the same starting point (objects placed in a match box), all 
students used the same male, twentieth-century French artists for 
critical study (Cubism – Picasso and Cezanne) despite evidence of a 
group visit to Tate Modern. Additionally all of the members of this 
class had used the same processes, skills, media and techniques.  
The assessing of this work using the available marking scheme was 
relatively easy, with the level of skill applied and the quantity/quality 
of the work being directly comparable.  The teacher of this class, on 
behalf of the students, had selected all the materials, and taken all 
the major and minor artistic decisions, chosen the processes and 
artists for critical studies, and yet it was still possible using this 
exam board’s assessment criteria to award high marks. This begs the 
question – why should this teacher change this approach, when 
working in these very controlled and limited ways, they can still 
achieve good exam results? It seems that the current art examination 
regimes do not sufficiently reward notions such as student 
ownership of the creative practice, or innovation, or personal research 
and creative risk-taking, all of which contemporary practices 
champion. 

 

One of the most significant findings of chapter four and six that relate to the above 

was that the social context of art education in my sixth-form college is affected greatly 

by the pressure of improving examination results, and that this has become the 

driving factor for the implementation of any change. The underlying question that 

always exists when proposing any pedagogical changes appears to be: but will this 

improve our exam results? This foregrounding of the results of public examinations 

dominates all other educational practices such as fostering independent learning and 

encouraging creative risk-taking and/or experimentation, all factors that promote the 

notion of the creative contemporary artist-learner.  A further finding was that the 

institutional power structure of my sixth-form college can be described as masculanist 

in ethos (Reay, 2009), a regime that is audit-conscious and has become increasingly 

business oriented in its approach, with the surveillance and performance 

management of staff becoming ever more evident, creating a ‘power-knowledge’ of 

constant surveillance (Foucault, 1997). This encourages set modes of teaching and 
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learning that are more centrally driven and controlled, with the overarching aim of 

raising standards and gaining a higher position for the college in league tables 

(measured by exam results), and a favourable ‘Ofsted’ report. It has become 

increasingly difficult within the prevailing ethos to operate or even to consider 

alternative pedagogies.  

 

7.1.3: Towards a change of ethos 

Education like art is and needs to be in constant change. The forum and content 
of both require constant scrutiny to be meaningful. When we all know what we 
should be doing in order to achieve a work of art or an education we will have 
arrived at the comfort of 1984  

(Helen Baker-Alder: 2010: ATS 10th Symposium Catalogue: p.6). 

From the drawing together of the different strands of this study I feel there is a need 

for a wider debate addressing the possibility of a paradigm shift in the ethos of 

creative education. This is evidenced in the primary school (Alexander: 2010), and in 

the secondary school (Downing and Watson, 2004; NACCCE, 1999), and for the 

purpose of this study, I have pointed towards the problems associated with the way 

art is taught in the sixth form college, where presently the culture is geared strongly 

towards differentiation and assessment by examination outcome.  

 

In a recent article Hall et al (2007) investigated the pedagogies of visiting artists in 

primary schools, the authors noted the pedagogical problems inherent in the Creative 

Partnerships model of introducing creative professionals into the school environment. 

In this research project the authors followed three creative practitioners through a 

primary school placement and investigated the relationships between the teachers 

and the arts practitioners. They identified problems experienced by the teaching staff 

and artists working together, and in their findings stated that it seemed as if: ‘the 

teachers had nothing to offer pedagogically to the artists. There was the assumption 

that the theoretical perspectives, the framing of activities and their purposes did not 

need to be shared and debated’ (p.617). This is similar to the problem I identified in 

chapter one, experienced by the imposition of the arts into a crowded curriculum by 

using outside practitioners (when discussing the ‘Arts in School’ Calouste Gulbenkian 

Foundation funded placements of the 1980s). One of the main difficulties I perceived 

in these placements was the lack of relationship between the teachers in the schools 

(who knew the children, and how they operated as learners), and the imposed artists, 

who in some cases were placed into the class without even the teachers’ agreement 
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or without any form of initial meeting. This led at the best a ‘one off’ experience and/or 

an art product (window-dressing) to show for the experience, and at the worst some 

of these imposed partnerships bred feelings of resentment amongst the teaching staff 

who felt devalued as artists and teachers, and were left with no valuable experience 

(or artifact) for their pupils, as the artists struggled to relate to them. The missing area 

of expertise identified I here was the value applied to the art of pedagogy, with its 

complex praxis located within an interrelated socio-theoretical and psychological 

matrix. As Friere (1970) would recommend, teachers are intrinsically connected to 

(and responsible for) their students’ authentic process of discovery and emancipation. 

 

One of the strengths of the ATS courses is that it is the artist-teachers themselves 

who often experience these paradigmatic changes in their practice as artists, which, 

as I have illustrated in this study, leads to changes both in their theoretical positioning 

and in their pedagogies, changes which are long-lasting and continue to developed 

over many years, to the subsequent benefit of many of their pupils/students. 

However, in opposition to the implementation of these beneficial changes Kress 

(2005) noted in a recent report that currently, ‘stringent regimes of performativity’ 

were prevalent in educational establishments in all Anglophone countries where a 

constant raising of achievement is quantified in terms of exam results which in turn 

creates a paradox in which ‘the denial of students potential has become a design 

feature of educational policy’ (p.172). Kress further proposes that in this audit culture 

of blame and accountability there is an increasing danger that only short term, 

quantifiable and examinable goals are valued, and that in regimes such as these the 

students individual potential may be sacrificed for the short term goal, the easily 

quantified and measured. This accords with the work of Hall et al (2007), Steers 

(1999), and Atkinson (2008), who have all identified philosophical and ideological 

problems associated with notions of creativity and pedagogy situated within the 

current philosophy of education and the structure and organization of the curriculum. 

Interestingly the National Curriculum (2009) suggests that teachers should be:  

providing rich and varied contexts for pupils to acquire, develop and apply a 
broad range of knowledge, understanding and skills, the curriculum should 
enable pupils to think creatively and critically, to solve problems and to make a 
difference for the better (2009).  

The ‘All Our Futures’ report (NACCCE, 1999) on creativity in education firmly 

established the importance of creativity to education, proposing that creativity should 

be encompassed in all areas of the curriculum, putting forward of a typology of four 

defined categories of creativity: imagination, purpose, originality and value, 
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establishing that these components can be applied through pedagogy in terms of 

fostering and facilitating rich educational experiences rather than through more 

didactic modes of teaching. 

  

7.1.4: An alternative model 

Perhaps an alternative model of cooperative learning could be imagined 
for art education based on different foundational mythologies that 
draw alternatively on the place of the space and place of the 
maternal/feminine; a place where groups of artist-learners, artists 
and artist-teachers at different stages of their practice can provide a 
supportive and nurturing space in which to facilitate artist-learners 
to build towards the next stage of their learning, a space where 
creative risks can be taken and self identified ideas and themes can be 
worked through or revisited, supported and celebrated. A space that 
recognises that not all artists can produce a finished work that goes 
through timed stages of development, and that all artwork cannot be 
easily assessed in discrete learning objectives. For artist-learners to 
take ownership and value their work they need to be nurtured and 
respected as artists that have something valuable to say, whether or 
not their work is complete, or accords with the ideas and values of 
their teacher.  

 

There are however obstacles to the introduction of feminine spaces and practices. As 

Reay (2009) notes, gendered identities are in context more fluid and shifting than they 

are depicted to be in many educational research texts, suggesting there are additional 

problems in locating these more fluid notions of contemporary femininities in existing 

educational establishments. Interestingly Reay points out that when female teachers 

are promoted to positions of power they are expected to adopt more masculine 

practices: 

within educational contexts, with their growing emphasis on measured outputs, 
competition and entrepreneurship it is primarily the assertiveness and authority of 
masculinity rather than the aesthetics of femininity that is required and rewarded 
(Reay, 2009 in Francis and Skelton: 155-156). 

Hey (1997) describes the compound problems of being a female pupil within 

educational contexts arguing that girls suffer from a ‘double-bind’ in educational 

situations in that they simultaneously have to become the ideal school pupil and the 

ideal young woman within the confines of both compulsory schooling and compulsory 

heterosexuality, noting that: 
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One institution denies difference while the other is fundamentally invested in 
producing it so that femininity as sexual difference under terms of subordination is 
always in play against masculinity in dominance. The difficulty for girls is that of 
seeking out empowering places within regimes alternately committed to denying 
subordination or celebrating it (1997: 132). 

As Walkerdine (1990) has identified, women teachers are still historically grounded in 

notions of naturalised femininity, in which they are positioned as a facilitator of the 

acquisition of knowledge, and yet placed outside of knowledge (a position in which 

many female primary school teachers are still patriarchally located). I propose here an 

alternative mode of feminine pedagogy, based within an alternative ontology. 

 

I have considered and listed the main changes I have made in my teaching since I 

have been part of the ATS in chapter one; perhaps the greatest change is easy to 

miss in a material list, as it is a subtle shift in ethos. This resulted in my becoming a 

more reflective practitioner, listening to what my artist-learners are saying, and 

helping them to say something as a gendered artists, supporting them to become 

confident, independent and self-motivated.  

Operating within the current GCE system I have found myself having 
to qualify in my advice to students in statements such as ‘the exam 
board would think…’ or ‘at A level this would be assessed at this 
grade because’ or ‘to achieve a better grade you need to… and…’ My 
pedagogy is in danger of becoming infiltrated by the system in which I 
am coerced to operate. When I am about to fall into these traps I 
try to reflect on my own practice as an artist and what is important 
to me in my creative work, and I draw strength from this... I try to 
keep the bigger picture of what is important in creative artwork in 
mind, and operate a guerrilla pedagogy or what Atkinson would name a 
‘pedagogy against the state’ (2008); not dwelling on questionable 
assessment practices but focussing on the students as artist-
learners operating in a community of artists. Perhaps this kind of 
mindfulness and reflectivity in pedagogy is the lasting legacy of my 
development, the ability to question the hegemonic status quo from a 
number of positions, and yet to remain within the system and practice 
many small acts of resistance from the inside. 

 

Brown (2010) recently noted in her research into early years provision in Finland that 

it was the support young learners had in the family environment that was vital to their 

development as successful learners. She found that the interaction between young 

children, older children and significant adults that was at the centre of their success, 

concluding her findings by proposing it was a nurturing approach rather than a 
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didactic educational approach that was crucial to these learners’ success. Perhaps 

this notion of nurturing still needs to be taken into account as students continue to 

learn at all stages of their education. As I outlined in chapter five, when a woman is 

pregnant she nurtures the foetus; together mother and foetus work within in the 

cooperative matrix of the womb in an ‘organised economy of recognition’ (Irigaray 

1993 p.38-41). Irigaray proposes that the pregnant woman has to accept the co-

dependent status of the foetus as they both work towards their mutual aim of birth. In 

chapter five I discussed how Cixous suggested this special relationship could be used 

as a metaphoric, symbolic opening, through which theories can be constructed that 

challenge the Oedipal/phallocentric tradition, a tradition that champions individualism, 

competition and dualistic opposition. Pollock’s ‘spaces of femininity’ and Litchtenberg 

Ettinger’s ‘matrixial borderspace’ add a similar trajectory – although do not exactly 

map one upon the other; they all describe a missing theoretical element relating to a 

lost maternal/feminine theoretical space, a space in which the possibilities for further 

discussion are opened up: discourses based on non-phallic intersubjectivity. 

 

In this study I have been searching to find ways to intervene in the 
deeply patriarchal, phallocentric discourses of the western field of 
art, and art education. I asked to what extent the continuing 
education of the ATS scheme can act as an intervention to open a 
dialogue that exposes possibilities for the development of critically 
engaged pedagogies of dissent from the place of the Other. Beginning 
with a contextualisation and wider exploration of the history, 
philosophy and institutionalisation of the ATS, I narrated my 
experience through my participation on the course, I positioned 
myself in the place of the Other through an analysis of the 
inscription of the feminine in my practice, seeking illustration of how 
embodied, gendered artist-teacher identities are formed and lived, and 
how through theory and practice the current educational system can 
be questioned and challenged from the place of the feminine/Other. I 
have outlined how the complex layering of gendered, lived experience, 
theory and practice all affect pedagogy, and how learning in each of 
these fields is interdependent and impacts on all the others, creating a 
symbiosis of praxis. 

 

The ideal of a critically engaged artistic learning community I envisaged above could 

be alternatively imagined as situated within a ‘feminine theoretical space’, a space 

that champions cooperative working and supports, nurtures and values an inclusive 

creativity. The role of the artist-teacher can be seen as critically engaged in the 
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facilitation of the artist-learners practice and learning within an ‘organised economy of 

recognition’ (Irigaray, 1993). Here both artist-teacher and artist-learner would mutually 

respect the practice of the other, and work towards shared aims of extending and 

contextualising their practice within the wider field of art practice and theory. Perhaps 

in this imaginary feminine space, assessment could be a cooperative venture, or 

replaced with reflection and contextualisation, as Lindstrom (2006) has proposed. 

Maybe in this community of practitioners the artist-learners’ and artist-teachers’ 

boundaries are less fixed and can shift and flow as they each at times adopt the 

others’ position, as within a community of practitioners: the artist-learner can become 

the teacher, and the artist-teacher at times the artist-learner. This brings the process 

of learning more in line with Friere’s (1970) notion of emancipatory learning within the 

wider society, but here it is identified as the learning of the silenced feminine Other.   
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