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ABSTRACT 

As with much in women's history, even recent events in our past have 

been rendered invisible by male historians and the art establishment. 

Nowhere in the main stream art history books or catalogues has there 

been a significant discussion of the history or contribution of the New 

Zealand Women's Art Movement to art in this country. Nor have the 

women involved featured, to any extent, in public exhibitions or in art 

historical analyses of recent New Zealand art. This thesis is an attempt 

to redress this situation. 

The New Zealand Wo_men's Art Movement originally evolved in 

Christchurch in the early 1970s, and owes its existence to Heather 

McPherson, Allie Eagle, Joanna Paul, Jane Zusters and Anna Keir. 

These women initiated the exhibitions and projects which established 

the foundations of the Movement. They became the vehicle through 

which the Women's Art Move~ent developed, and which eventually 

spread throughout New Zealand. The ideology of the Movement in 

this country was greatly influenced by America and Britain. However, 

there was the need to create an Antipodean version of the Women's 

Art Movement which was based on the experiences of women in this 

country. Focusing on the five Christchurch women provides a 

coherent way in which to analyse the Women's Art Movement and 

discuss their contribution to its formation. 

The Women's Art Movement disintegrated after the closure of the 

Women's Gallery in 1984. Since then, the careers of the five women 

artists have developed in differing directions. Even after the Movement 

ceased to exist in this country, its positive effect on the position of 
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women in the visual arts was still apparent. 
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Although women within the Women's Art Movement have tried to 

record its events and its art work, much has gone undocumented and 

works have been lost or lent and misplaced. Documents and art works 

were frequently bestowed on family and friends who were not diligent 

archivists. Often the works were installations and were dismantled 

after exhibitions. This has sometimes meant that I have had to rely on 

photographs of work regardless of whether I had been able to view 

the actual art works, a,s I have felt that it was important to include 

pieces that were crucial in the discussion of the five women and the 

events of the Women's Art Movement. This accounts for some 

illustrations in this thesis. being taken from the journal Spiral. 

In most cases I have been able to ascertain date of production, 

medium and size of the work; this information has often come from the 

catalogue of the exhibition that the particular art work appeared in. 

However, the current location of the work has been much harder to 

establish due to the reasons discussed above. 
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The titles of some of the projects instigated by the women went under 

various names. For the purpose of consistency throughout the thesis I 

have chosen the title most frequently used (but not necessarily the 

most grammatically correct), for example Women's Environment was 

also known as the Womens Art Environment and the Woman's 

Environment. Similarly, the Christchurch Women Artists Group had 

various names. 

In addition, throughout my thesis I have chosen to refer by first n.?tme 

to the women who are my principal subjects. I felt that the use of the 

surname alone still has masculine overtones, and to call these women 

by both baptismal name and surname would be too repetitive. I have 

used the first name only with reference to women I have had personal 

communication with. 

The nature of my research has meant depending on interviews with 

the five artists. Unfortunately, Anna Keir felt unable to talk to me 

regarding her involvement in the Women's Art Movement, yet agreed 

to be included in my thesis. Rather than leave her out of my research, I 

have relied on past interviews and secondary sources for information, 

believing that her contribution to the Movement needed to be 

recorded. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

In Christchurch in the early seventies a group of women artists 

initiated a feminist alternative to a patriarchal art establishment. This 

dramatically affected the art history of New Zealand and formed the 

basis of the Women's Art Movement in this country. A poem from the 

period could have been describing the Movement when it said 

"Dedicated to women who work in oils, acrylic, blood and obscurity."1 

Throughout the centuries the fine arts had been male-defined, and 

this group of women felt the need for a feminist evaluation. Their 

teachers at art school were almost all men, the art history texts were 

almost devoid of women and exhibitions featured predominantly male 

artists. These women set out to challenge and redefine art in 

accordance with their experiences as women. Five women, in 

particular, were instrumental i~ the formation of the Women's Art 

Movement, and they became the facilitators, the exhibitors and the 

main organisers of a movement that started in Christchurch and 

spread quickly throughout New Zealand. Those five women were Allie 

Eagle (born 1949), Jane lusters (born 1951 ), Joanna Paul (born 

1945), Heather McPherson (born 1942) and Anna Keir (born 1951 ). 

Feminism exerted an enormous impact on the visual arts - indeed no 

other political movement in the seventies had a comparable effect.2 

As an international movement3 it had a sustaining influence upon the 

1 Heather McPherson, 'Dedicated to women who work in oils, acrylic, blood and 
obscurity,' A figurehead: a face, (Wellington, 1982} p.29. 
2 Rozsika Parker & Griselda Pollock, Framing Feminism, Art & the Women's Movement 
1970 - 1985 (London, 1987)p.3. 
3However, in each country or area where women struggle the movement is shaped by 
local socioeconomic and ideological features. 
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formation of the Women's Art Movement in this country. Thus it is 

important to situate New Zealand's feminist culture within this 

international context. Throughout the Western World there were 

themes within the Women's Art Movement which were common to all 

women: for example, the need to create a feminist alternative to the 

male-dominated art world; recognition of women within the arts 

through reappraisals of art history by way of feminist analysis and a 

greater campaign for fairer representation of women artists in galleries _ 

and within the grant systems. The significance of the Women's Art 

Movement lay in enabling women to deconstruct the art establishment 

created by a male hierarchy, whilst providing themselves with the 

strength to be creative on their own terms; this happened in Aotearoa 

as well as in the United States of America and Britain. 

In America active feminist art protest began in 1969 with W.A.R. 

(Women Artists in Revolutio.n), when a group of women artists 

challenged discrimination against their sex in the art world. This 

organisation was affiliated with the Art Workers' Coalition. Other 

women's art collectives emerged from the A.W.C., including the Ad 

Hoc Women's Artists Committee. The committee was set up initially to 

address the issue of the Whitney Museum's Annual Exhibition of 

American Art. 4 This group continued to operate on a broader basis 

with weekly meetings, political activity in streets and legal action. 

When the Women's Liberation Movement was taking hold in 1970-

1971, Judy Chicago had already begun the first women's art 

programme in Fresno. In 1971, Judy Chicago took the programme to 

4This involved a four month period of picketing, public interviewing and harassing in 
the hope of raising the Whitney's consciousness over the appalling lack of 
representation of women artists in their shows. 
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Los Angeles and with Miriam Schapiro set up the Feminist Art 

Programme at the Californian Institute of the Arts. In an interview with 

Lucy Lippard, Judy Chicago said, "These programmes were the first 

step in building an alternative art community. We went from education 

to exhibition space to consciousness raising in the community, and 

then finally ... to establishing a coherent alternative the Women•s 

building 11 .s The Women's Building in Los Angeles opened in 1973 

and sheltered an impressive group of feminist organisations: there 

was a community art gallery, an art school, an art history centre, 

bookshop and a women's publishing firm. The Women's Building, as 

Judy Chicago pointed out, allowed "us to deal with the whole process 

- education, exhibition, criticism, documentation of feminist values. "6 

In Britain one of the first women artists' groups was the Women's 

Workshop which emerged in 1972 from the Artists' Union. Members of 

the Women's Workshop met regularly, discussed each other's work 

and planned group projects. rhey researched women from the past, 

organised open day schools at universities and art colleges and 

familiarised themselves with the issues surrounding the practice of 

contemporary women artists. The first 'Women's Liberation Art Group' 

exhibition was held in 1971 at the Woodstock Gallery in London and 

in 1975 a women's art centre was set up in London by the Women's 

Free Arts Alliance. In 1977, the earliest women's art publication in 

Britain to appear was called MaMa - Women Artists Together. The 

journal documented the experiences of a postal event called 

Feministo, as well as containing articles about general feminist 

activities in Britain. In 1979 a more permanent art journal called FAN 

5Lucy Lippard, From the Center; Feminist Essays on Women's Art (New York, 1976} 
p.218. 
61bid. 
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(Feminist Art Network) came out, and the first feminist gallery with 

public financial support opened in Leeds in 1983. It was called The 

Pavilion and was run by the Leeds Women's Photography Project. 

The Women's Art Movement, in both America and Britain, had begun 

to provide an intelligent and forceful challenge to the male art 

establishment; New Zealand's own Women's Art Movement was to be 

characterised by similar activities and philosophies. 

In the early 1970's there were no women's book shops in Aotearoa so 

news of this 'second wave' and its inspirational ideas filtered through 

to this country by way of feminist books and magazines brought back 

from trips overseas and· passed around to eagerly waiting women. 

These books and magazines inclu~ed work~ such as Kate Millet's 

Sexual Politics (1970), Linda Nochlin's article 'Why Have There Been 

No Women Artists?' published in the book Women in a Sexist Society 

(1971), Eleanor Tuft's Our Hidden Heritage (1974), Judy Chicago's 

Through the Flower (1975), Elizabeth Gould Davis' The First Sex 

(1973), Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch (1970), Simone De 

Beauvoir's The Second Sex (1949), Shulamith Firestone's The 

Dialectics of Sex (1971 ), and magazines like Off Our Backs, Spare 

Rib, Heresies, Sinister Wisdom, Quest, Gossip and The Second 

Wave. These works presented a challenge not only to art but to the 

whole social structure in New Zealand, and the information confirmed 

for the group of Christchurch women artists the need to create an 

Antipodean alternative to the male-dominated art world. The editorial 

in the third edition of the women's art magazine Spiral pointed out that 

the women not only wanted to share the polemics of the global 
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Women's Art Movement, but they also wanted to create their own 

critique. 7 This local content evolved through events and publications 

like the Woman's Art: Six Women Artists exhibition (1975), the 

Women's Environment show (1977), the women's art journal Spiral 

(1976) and the Women Artists Group (1974). 

Allie Eagle, Jane Zusters, Heather McPherson, Anna Keir and Joanna 

Paul were part of this small band of radical feminist women artists, 

many of whom were lesbians. Most of the women lived in a tight 

community and removed themselves from male culture; they set out to 

rediscover their female heritage and redefine the patriarchal art world 

and art-making processes in female terms.a Much of this was 

prompted by the feminist philosophies which began to reach Aotearoa 

from Britain and America; but a lot of the resentment W?S ~orn out of 

the experiences that these women artists had endured within the 

overtly male art establishment:' which comprised art school and the 

public-dealer gallery system. 

The male dominance of the art world in the seventies, becomes 

evident in an analysis of the gender ratios of fine arts lecturers at both 

the 11am and Elam art schools. In a staff of twelve at 11am in the period 

when four of the artists under study attended the school, only one 

(Doris Lusk) was female. In Auckland, the ratio for females was just as 

low, with Rachel Miller standing out as the only exception in a male

dominated environment.9 That this male bias resulted in the 

7 'What Are Our Aims?' editorial,Spira/, no.3;1978, p.ii (unattrib.) 
8 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
9 Eminent male artists teaching in the two art schools at the time included William 
Sutton, Tom Taylor, Colin McGahan and the notable chauvinist Rudi Gopas. 
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alienation of women students, widely considered by indifferent or 

openly derisive lecturers as merely filling in time until marriage and 

motherhood1o, is seen most clearly in the large numbers of women 

who left the course before their second year.11 This situation was 

compounded by standard art history texts, such as the first and second 

editions of H.W. Jansen's The History of Art, which made no mention 

of women artists. The New Zealand historical surveys were only 

slightly better: Gil Docking's Two Hundred Years of New Zealand 

Painting published in 1971 and Gordon Brown and Hamish Keith's An 

Introduction to New Zealand Painting 1839-1967 which first appeared 

in 1969 both mentioned, in a cursory manner, a few women painters 

while focusing primarily on male painters; these books dealt 

exclusively with painting. The art history lectures at the art schools 

rarely mentioned women artists at all. The message to these women 

students was thus negative and discouraging. 

That art was a male institution was accentuated by the dealer and 

public galleries, for they represented mainly male artists12, and most 

of the exhibitions in these galleries were of works by men.13 Indeed, 

of the exhibitions in the major public galleries between 1976 and 

1978, forty were specifically of male art, some of which toured, as 

opposed to nine exhibitions of women's art and sixteen of mixed-

1 o Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
11 Anna Keir, taped interview by Lita Barrie,1984, Women's Art Archive, Museum of 
New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington. 
12 There were a few dealer galleries which were run by women, for example the Helen 
Hitchings Gallery in Wellington in the 1950's and the Brooke Gifford Gallery in 
Christchurch which was run by Barbara Brooke and Judith Gifford. However, galleries 
operated by women did not necessarily treat women artists fairly. 
13 See Art New Zealand from 1976 - 1978. 
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sex.14 The dealer gallery system was not receptive to women either, 

especially if their art contained feminist ideas. For these women the 

dealer gallery offered only discouragement because the market for 

feminist art was very limited; feminist art did not subscribe to male 

notions of art, and was often put down by male critics for being 

propagandist.15 Of the five women from the Christchurch feminist art 

group, only Joanna and Jane had managed, by the seventies, to 

exhibit at dealer galleries, and Jane not until 1979.16 

This male-defined environment manifested itself in the art periodical 

Art New Zealand; it began publication in 1976 and quickly become 

another male art institution. All the major articles were by and on men; 

for example, the first issue included: "Philip Clairmont:· the 

Anachronism of Visionary Perception" by Ross Fraser; "Christopher 

Perkins in New Zealand" by r!amish Keith and "Memories of Three 

New Zealand Painters" by Ern~st Smith. It was this male monopoly of 

the art world, which excluded and oppressed, that Jane, Joanna, 

Heather, Anna and Allie reacted against. Their answer was to 

establish women-only exhibitions, spaces, groups and an art 

magazine, a female alternative from which a women's art movement 

evolved. The Women's Art Movement in New Zealand was much more 

than an artistic position: it was to become a way of life and in many 

cases a political vehicle through which to change the art world in this 

country. 

14 Ibid. 
15 Neil Rowe, 'Women Don't Have a Point Worth Proving,'Evening Post, 2 February 
1980, p.11. 
16 Jane Zusters, inteNiew by the author, 15 May 1992. 
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In the early seventies, Allie was known as Alison Mitchell. She was, as 

she described herself, the 'mouth' of the movement. 17 She had a 

driving energy and a charismatic personality which drew people to 

her. Allie was also the exhibitions officer at the Robert McDougall Art 

Gallery from 197 4 to 1977 in Christchurch, and so provided a vital link 

between this group of radical feminists and the traditional institution of 

the art gallery. As a radical lesbian feminist, Allie brought new and 

controversial ideas to a public gallery which was entrenche.d in male 

conservatism.1s In 1975, she curated the first feminist exhibition held 

in a public institution. It took place at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery 

and was pivotal in the history of the Women's Art Movement. The 

exhibition was called Woman's Art: an Exhibition of Six Women Artists 

and the artists were Jane Zusters, Joanne Hardy, Helen Rockel, 

Rhondda Bosworth, Stephanie Sheehan and Joanna Paul.19 The 

exhibition challenged traditional.art norms; the artists were women; all 

young (between 23 years and -~,1 years old) and relatively unknown. 

But, most importantly, it was a women's exhibition with overt feminist 

content, seen in both the works and in the accompanying catalogue. 

Allie discussed in the introductory essay of the catalogue how the 

women's movement had radicalised the attitudes and works of women 

artists. She consciously used the word feminism and wrote of the new 

feminist critique of art history and women artists. In this compact and 

coherent article she articulated a new philosophy which radicalised 

17 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
18 In light of Allie's political views, the fact that she received the position raises 
interesting questions which comment more on the personalities involved in the 
decision, than what appeared to be an enlightened appointment at a conservative 
gallery. However, there is not the space here to discuss it in detail. 
19 tn the early 1970s, Jane Zusters was known as Jane Arbuckle and Joanna Paul as 
Joanna Harris. 
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New Zealand art history. No one in this country had previously offered 

an alternative to the existing rigid art history. 

Jane and Joanna exhibited work in this exhibition and in doing so 

publicly labelled themselves and their art as feminist. Not only were 

they involved with this significant exhibition, but they actively 

participated in projects that evolved out of this new feminist art history 

and cultural awareness, ventures which included the formation of the 

Women Artists Group, the women's art magazine Spiral and the 

exhibition Women's Environment at the Canterbury Society of Arts. 

These radical activities can be seen in retrospect as the first stages of 

the Women's Art Movement and the deconstruction of the patriarchal 

art world in this country. 

In 1974, the Christchurch Women Artists Group was established by 

Heather, "to provide encour·agement and stimulus for women 

artists".20 She realised that women artists needed a support group, a 

creative environment where women could get together, organise 

exhibitions, run lectures and workshops and create a women's 

resource centre. Eventually, the other four women became actively 

involved in the group. Out of the Women Artists Group evolved Spiral, 

a women's art journal. Heather was the inspiration behind Spiral and 

the editor of most of the issues. She was strongly supported by Jane, 

Allie, Joanna and Anna who submitted art work and essays, helped 

with the publishing and distribution and at different times were on the 

editorial collective. This journal publicised feminist art theory beyond 

20 'New Group to Stimulate Women Artists,'Christchurch Star, 17 July 1974, p.15 
(unattrib.) 
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Christchurch, allowing women artists throughout New Zealand to see 

what other women were achieving. In 1977, the Christchurch Women 

Artists Group also organised the Women's Environment exhibition at 

the Canterbury Society of Arts. This show marked the inception of the 

Women's Art Movement. Heather, Allie, Joanna, Jane and Anna were 

part of a small group of women who were the organisers of this event. 

The main organiser of the Women's Environment, however, was 

Anna, who became known as the key figure of the Women's Art 

Movement.21 In 1979, along with Marian Evans, she started her 

greatest project for the Women's Art Movement, the Women's Gallery 

in Wellington. The Gallery continued for three years and was a natural 

development of the activity in Christchurch. 

The ¥JOrk evolving out of the New Zealand Women's Art Movement 

deserves to be examined closely. Like its counterparts in Britain and 

America, the movement was radical in approach, and the key factor in 

work was content, not style. Unlike most other art movements, it was 

not based on radical stylistic innovation. What was important to these 

women was the experience of being female, and this became their 

primary subject matter; it was the common thread which ran through 

the Women's Art Movement. The women who became part of the 

Women's Art Movement took up the rallying cry of the women's . 

movement 'the personal is politicaI•22. Themes as diverse as sexual 

abuse, nurturing, menstruation, female heritage and love between 

women were seen as subjects for art. Content was the central factor 

and with this expression of a female identity came the rejection of 

21 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
22 Christine Dann, Up From Under (Wellington, 1985) p. 28. 
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patriarchally-imposed stereotypes; the challenging of assumptions; 

the understanding of oppression and the assertion of a new positive 

identity for women. This repudiation of stereotypes meant that it was 

no longer necessary to follow the stifling art dicta of the patriarchy. 

Women artists joined together and provided themselves with a 

positive atmosphere in which to create. One in which the crafts, such 

as lace making and weaving, were accepted alongside the fine arts 

and were valued technically and aesthetically as part of women's 

cultural heritage. 

/ 

Many women were multi-media artists. Diversification into different 

media by women artists was scornfully seen as fragmentation by the 

art world. Yet often it arose out of necessity because of women's 

domestic responsibilities, emphasising the fact that a woman's life 

dictates a need for greater flexibility. Men, on the other hand, tended 

to specialise and this was regarded as a strength by the art 

establishment. However, by being multi-media artists, many of these 

women developed their range and versatility. Diversification was seen 

as an important part of expressing oneself as a feminist. 

Another important aspect of the Women's Art Movement in New 

Zealand was the idea of breaking down the isolation which 

surrounded many women artists. By establishing female art 

collectives, such as the Christchurch Women Artists Group and the 

Women's Gallery, women created for themselves a supportive 

environment, which broke down the isolation and provided an 

atmosphere which helped stimulate creativity and personal growth. 
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Working collaboratively with other women on artistic projects or 

working in collectives also challenged the very fabric of the male

dominated art world. These women questioned the myth that great 

(white male) artists work in isolation. Collectivisation meant more 

energy, more resources and more women to establish, through artistic 

creativity, a role for women in New Zealand art. Joanna, Allie, Anna, 

Heather and Jane exemplify the significance of the Women's Art 

Movement, the need for such a movement and its achievements. It is 

the p_urpose of this thesis to chronicle the developments of the 

Women's Art Movement and reinstate Anna, Allie, Joanna,· Heather 

and Jane into the art history of this country. 
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CHAPTER TWO: ... POSSIBL V A RENAISSANCE. 

When artists know that 'out there' will be women artists, historians, 

researchers, critics and commentators - and importantly, documenters (sic), with 

similar political awareness, that there is an audience sensitive to the struggle 

with new content and forms, we are sure to see at least a redress of the 

imbalance, possibly a renaissance.1 

The five artists, Allie, Joanna, Heather, Jane and Anna,belonged to a 

wider group of women who were united not only through friendship, 

but through a collective initiative to start a 'renaissance'. It was a 

renaissance that enabled women artists, within supportive 

environments, to create art based on the realities of being a woman, 

which, along with feminist art_ philosophies, presented a challenge to 

the male-dominated art es.tablishment in New Zealand. From 1970 to 

1974, this group of women --~rtists made friendships, discussed 

feminist ideologies and theories, read and passed on· feminist books 

and formulated ideas._ Seminal developments had begun to take 

place in the move towards a renaissance for women artists. 

Allie was one of the salient figures of the Women's Art Movement in 

the 1970s in Christchurch; she sought to educate and inspire other 

women, believing that it was important that they were aware of the 

choices that feminism had made possible in the arts. Allie was born in 

1949 in Lower Hutt and christened Alison Mitchell. She first became 

aware of feminism at high school when she learned about the 

1 Heather McPherson, 'Reclaiming an Absent Joy - Women and the Arts,' Research 
Papers '78, Women~ Studies (University of Waikato, 1978) p.56. 
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suffragists.2 Whilst at school her political awareness grew and as a 

sixth former she attended anti-war protests and folk clubs.3 In 1966, 

she moved to Christchurch to study for a fine arts diploma at the 

School of Fine Arts at the University of Canterbury. It was here that 

Allie's lesbian consciousness evolved, but not without hostility from 

students or lecturers.4 She made a number of lesbian and gay friends 

through the University, and they formed their own support group. 

However, her involvement with feminism came later. 

At 11am she studied painting under the portentous and egotistical Rudi 

Gopas, known for the biting comments which he directed towards 

women students. He sa~ them as wasting his time and energy, "when 

in a few years' time all (!) they would be doing would be 'pushing a 

pram through Christchurch Square' •1.s After a year training in 

Auckland to be a secondary school teacher, Allie went to Wellington to 

teach. As a teacher at Upper Hutt College, she read Germaine Greer's 
·.\ 

The Female Eunuch: this was the first piece of feminist writing that she 

had. read. s This new-found enlightenment flourished when she 

moved back to Christchurch in 1972 and met other feminists. In 

Christchurch, Allie worked for a period as an art teacher, and then for 

the Post Office, before becoming the exhibitions officer at the Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery. 

2 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
3Jbid. 
41bid. 
5 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie, Tilly Lloyd, eds., A Womens Picture Book 
(Wellington, 198S) p.84. 
6 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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In Christchurch, Allie met Morrigan Severs7 who was to become her 

friend and lover. Morrigan had been a student activist and was 

involved in socialist action.a She influenced a great many women, not 

only with her feminist knowledge but through the feminist news, 

books, pamphlets and slides that she would bring back from her 

overseas trips. "In those early days before feminist bookshops", said 

Heather, "we often read about the books and Morrigan would bring 

them back with her. "9 Heather saw Morrigan as the challenger and 

Allie as the speechmaker and persuader: "between them they 

confronted us in those early groups."10 

In A Women's Picture Book, Joanna pointed out that, "The nucleus of 

[Allie's] life with Margaret [Merrigan] attracted other women ... "11 As a 

result a women's com~unity sprung up around them at Trafalgar 

Street, St. Albans, in Christchurch where they lived together. Allie 

remembers these times as befng stimulating and enjoyable: "there 

was always lots of music and laughter and endless cups of tea. It was 

a bit of a railway station kind of house, people dropped in all the time . 

. . It was ... a place where people met and talked."12 Allie and 

Morrigan were representatives for S.H.E. - Sisters for Homophile 

Equality which was the women's breakaway group from Gay 

Liberation.13 They were also the main contacts in Christchurch for the 

S.H.E. group's magazine Circ/e.14 Allie would hold a layout and 

7 In the seventies Morrigan Severs was known as Margaret Severs. 
8 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
9 Ibid. 
1 o Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
11 Evans et al, p.80. 

12 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
13 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
14 Ibid. 
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paste-up evening when those with jobs or contributions came together 

to make the magazine.15 Many of the women came from the 

Chippenham Commune and the Blue House, both of which were on 

Trafalgar Street. The Blue House was run collectively by lesbians and . 

also used for meetings.16 It was at Trafalgar Street that a kind of 

underground feminist theory and art group formed. It was not an 

established organisation, more a feminist community,. a collective of 

women friends who saw the urgent need to create an alternative 

lifestyle to that of the established norm of the patriarch_al society. 

Joanna, Heather, Jane, Anna and Allie were all instrumental in 

establishing and coorqinating the women-only groups, spaces, 

exhibitions and art magazine that grew out of this alternative 

community. It was this network of women which helped to establish a 

Women's Art Movement in this country. 

Allie and Joanna had r,net in AuG.kland in 1969. They had become very 
·.' 

good friends, and this friendship was renewed when Joanna moved to 

Christchurch with Jeffrey Harris who was then her husband. They 

lived on Banks Peninsula, where Joanna continued to paint. Joanna 

was born in Hamilton and came from a literary and artistic background 

which, no doubt, influenced her own artistic pursuits. Her parents were 

Janet and Blackwood Paul: Janet was a painter and writer who, with 

Blackwood, started the book shop and publishing firm Paul's Book 

Arcade, first in Hamilton and then in Auckland. Joanna had gone to 

the Sir John Cass School of Art in London in 1964 and later attended 
• I 

Elam School of Arts in Auckland, from which she. graduated in 1969. 

Although painting constituted the main body of Joanna's artistic out 

15 Morrigan Severs, interview by the author, 27 February 1993. 
16 Ibid. 
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.,- put, she made films, photographs, installations and wrote poetry. She 

started to write poetry around 1971-2, when she was pregnant and too 

tired to paint.17 Poetry was an important aspect of her life and played 

an integral part in her paintings; indeed, there was a sense of visual 

poetry in her art, and words were sometimes used to add depth and 

meaning. Some of the same subjects have appeared in all aspects of 

her art, for example her daughter Imogen featured frequently in her 

writing and painting. Her great interest in poetry was shared by 

Heather.1a 

Heather met Allie through Morrigan, and in the seventies Heather 

lived just around the corn.er from them. She had trained as a primary 

school teacher and in 1962 went to Auckland University to study full

time.19 It was whilst in Auckland that she first met Merrigan, and they 

met up again in 1970-71 when· Heather came to Christchurch to finish 

her degree; at th.is time Morriga~, and Heathe_r became lovers.20 They 

were always avid readers and under the influence of the Women's 

Movement, they read as much as they could find on women's history, 

culture, and women writers and artists.21 It was their reading that 

influenced and educated the women around them; the inspiration for 

the mother goddess paintings that Allie created in the seventies came, 

Allie sa!d, from the reading Morrigan and Heather pursued.22 

Morrigan and Jane were old friends and it was through Morrigan that 

17 Evans et al, p.96. 
18 Joanna Paul, interview by the author, 4 May 1992. 
19 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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Jane met both Heather and Allie. Jane had been actively involved 

with the Women's Liberation Movement in Christchurch from its 

inception in 1971, and had given many speeches on the aims of the 

movement.23 She became involved with the Women's Liberation 

Movement while completing a B. A. in English af the University of 

Canterbury . In 197 4 she decided to go to art school at Canterbury, but 

left at the e_nd of her second year due to the st~fling masculinity of the 

place and negative comments from lecturers.24 

Anna had attended art school at 11am and, like Jane, had found the 

environment unsympathetic towards women.25 Both Jane and Anna 

recognised the importanc~ of women's artists' groups and the need· 

for women-only spaces; they needed supportive and positive 

environments in which to create and exhibit. Anna met Allie in 1974, 

when Allie began collating informat!on on women artists for an archive 

at the Robert McDougall Art ~~llery. Anna did not become actively 

involved with the other women until 1975 when she joined the 

Christchurch Women Artists Group. She had, however, been 

interested in feminism since· 1972 when she read Germaine Greer's 

The Female Eunuch and Kate Millet's Sexual Politics .26 

As the exhibitions officer at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery Allie 

introduced feminism to the public; through her feminist exhibitions she 

ini,iated a powerful challenge to the male-orientated art community -

powerful because these shows appeared to have the backing of a 

23 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
24 Jbid. 
25 Evans et al, p.157. 
26 (bid. 
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public institution. In .1974 she organised her first exhibition for the 

Robert McDougall Art Gallery and wrote her first feminist catalogue 

essay. The show was called A Survey of New Zealand Women 

Painters and included works by Frances Hodgkins, Grace Joel, 

Margaret Stoddart, Rata Lovell-Smith, Olivia Spencer Bower, Rita 

Angus, Doris Lusk and others. Allie believed that it was important for 

the public to see New Zealand's cultural grandmothers. Women's 

work had never been shown separately, but always exhibited with 

work by men, and the show was empowering and exciting. This 

exhibition presented the public, for the first time in th~ .Gallery's 

history, with a wealth of works by creative and talented New Zealand 

women artists. It was a fi~st step to rectifying the exclusion of women 

from gallery exhibitions and New Zealand's art history. A Survey of 

New Zealand Women Painters, like the exhibitions to follow, took its 

lead from the women-only exhibitions that were being organised by 

feminist collectives in Britain and the United States. Yet, this exhibition 
.. ',.~ 

is probably among one of the earliest to have taken place in a public 

art gallery. 

In the essay Allie wrote to accompany the show, she set out to destroy 

the myth that it was a wom~n•s biology which was behind her inability 

to become a professional artist like her male counterpart. She 

explained that it was society which had imposed the constraints rather 

than biology: 

The struggle to pursue painting amidst being a wife and 

mother has to a great extent disallowed many women a 

professional pursuit to their 9areer. Traditionally by 

virtue of their masculinity men were the only people 
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who could pursue painting professionally .... 27 

With these "disabilities and discouragements" now 
, 

redefined as cultural rather than biological we see that 

most of the women painters represented here have 

painted and achieved the high degree of 

professionalism and artistic competence despite a 

society that has ( and often still does) ascribe such 

endeavours as a " mere diver~ion from child care and 

housekeeping"28 

Allie was familiar with Linda Nochlin's revolutionary article 'Why have 

there been no Great Women Artists?'29 which had enormous impact 

internationally in changing the perception of women artists. Nochlin 

discussed at great depth the cultural restrictions placed on women in 

the guise of biological deficiency and through the woman's social role 

in ·the community. By 1975 at the latest, Heather remembers the 

women discussing Linda Nochlin's article countless times.3o It was a 

radical article which challenged.\the male preserve of art history, and 

its influence emerged in the essays which Allie produced for the 

exhibitions she curated at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery. 

Reviews of women's art exhibitions at this time were subject to 

prejudiced comment displaying patronising and dismissive attitudes. 

Trevor Moffitt, in his review on A Survey of New Zealand Women 

Painters'tor The Press, condescendingly said: "New Zealanders 

should be grateful for the contribution made by women to the 

27 Alison Mitchell (Alison Eagle), 'Some Observations on the History of Women 

Artists,' unpub., 1974, p.1, Robert McDougall Art Gallery archives, Christchurch. 

28 Ibid, p.3. 

29 tt appeared first in Art Newsvol.69, January 1971, and was then published in 
Women in Sexist Society, edited by V. Gornick and B. Moran in 1971. 

30Evans et al, p. 40. 
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continuing development of all the arts in New Zealand ... ".31 This 

was followed with what became a typical remark, "it is difficult to see 

that in today's world their [women's] lot is any harder than that of most 

men artists or the acknowledgement of their role any less. "32 One is 

apt to wonder whether he did indeed read the essay which 

accompanied the catalogue, or if he asked himself how often 

exhibitions were dedicated solely to women artists, or realised how 

few times a woman artist's name had appeared in New Zealand art 

history books. Moffitt's closing paragraphs emphasised the male 

insularity that accompanied most of the reviews on feminist exhibitions 

in the seventies and eighties: 

Artists, be they m!;m or women, are in part shaped by 

the circumstances created by their environment and in 

part driven by human capacities to transcend these 

circumstances. 

It is that ability to transce.nd that becomes the mark of 

greatness for women no le'!:;s than men.33 

As Allie was to point out in the following year's exhibition catalogue, 

Moffitt failed to recognise that the idea- of greatness had given 

preference to white, preferably middle class, male artis.ts.34 She 

explained that "For the woman artist to transcend the circumstances of 

her environment she has to do without the magical aura that artistic 

mythology equips man with, as the Great Artist"35 

In the same year that Allie curated A Survey of New Zealand Women 

31 Trevor Moffitt, 'Survey of N. Z. Women Painters,' The Press,18 July 1974, p.15. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Alison Mitchell [Allie Eagle], Woman's Art, an Exhibition of Six Women Artists, 
Robert McDougall Art Gallery (Christchurch, 1975) p. 4 
35 Jbid. 
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Painters, Heather initiated the Christchurch Women Artists Group, the 

first such association in Aotearoa. Similar collectives had been set up 

in the United States and Britain, and the Christchurch women would 

have been aware of them. As with equivalent organisations overseas, 

Heather established the group to provide encouragement and 

stimulation for women artists,36 and to create a women's art journal.37 

In an interview with the Christchurch Star she said that 11We want to 

give creative women the support they may think is lacking."sa Heather 

explained some of the pertinent aims and ideas behind the 

Christchurch Women Artists Group: the group was to be exclusively for 

women. She stated publicly that the group was to be a separatist 

organisation, a feminist pr~cept which enabled women to grow and 

reclaim their creativity within women-only spaces. Heather pointed out 

that women were 11a 'disadvantaged group' because very few women 

[reached] the level of success of many males. 'Lack of confidence is 

the main thing ... I had difficulty m~ining confidence and I think a lot of 

women are the same way. 111 39 The Women Artists Group helped 

provide the space to develop, by initiating women-only spaces, such 

as the Women's Environment exhibition (1977) held at the 

Canterbury Society of Arts and the Women's Gallery (1980).40 

In an interview in the Christchurch Star interview, Heather explained 

how the group would work towards a centre operated by women, 

36 'New Group to Stimulate Women Artists,'Christchurch Star,17 July 1974, p.15 
(unattrib.) 
37 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
38 'New Group to Stimulate Women Artists,' p.15. 
39 Ibid. 
40 The Women's Gallery exhibited art exclusively by women; many of the openings, 
workshops and some exhibitions were open to women only. However, men were 
allowed in to most exhibitions as there was a policy that men should be educated as 
well. 
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where talents would be shared with musicians, painters and writers, 

all of whom would work together.41 The collective, she said, intended 

to have contact with other feminist and artistic groups.42 Later in 1974, 

women from Radical Feminists, University Feminists, Sisters for 

Homophile Equalify (S.H.E.), the Christchurch branch of the National 

Organisation of Women (N.0.W.) and the Christchurch Women Artists 

Group, calling themselves the Christchurch Womanshouse 

Collective43, gathered together to raise money for an energies centre. 

The centre was to act as a meeting place for feminist ideas and 

literature44, and out of this evolved the Women's Centre along with 

New Zealand's first women's refuge.45 The Women's Centre was 

situated at 249 Kilmore Street, and became the Christchurch Women 

!\rtists Group1s permanent meeting place for at least a year. 

The Christchurch Women Artists Group spearheaded and instigated 

much of the feminist art activity\which flourished in Christchurch: the 

women's art journal Spiral in 1976, the Women's Environment show 

at the Canterbury Society of Arts in 1977, and numerous workshops. 

Guest speakers such as Doris Lusk were invited, resources on .New 

Zealand women artists ~ere collected and a library with feminist art 

journals and literature was established. Joanna, Anna and Heather 

collated the addresses of women artists throughout New Zealand; 

organised slide shows of women's work at the film society; published 

post cards by women artists.; an.d presented workshops on many 

41 'New Group to Stimulate Women Artists,' p.15. 
42 Ibid.· 
43 Christchurch Women Artists Group and Affiliated Groups, (information sheet), 
unpub., c.1977, N. pag.,personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
44 Ibid. 
45 'Christchurch News,'Broadsheet, no.43, October 1976, p.38 (unattrib.) 
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different subjects. All three, along with Allie and Jane, were involved 

with the organisation of the Women's Environment show. The group 

was very successful for it helped achieve a sense of solidarity 

amongst concerned women, and established different avenues 

through which they could learn and be creative. This cohesiveness 

presented a strong and challenging image to the art establishment. 

There were, however, inherent difficulties for the collective. In the 

minutes of one of the first meetings of the Christchurch Women Artists 

Group it was recorded that: 

Participation in the group has not increased, partly 

because many women are afraid of being thought 

feminists, partly because most of us have families, 

artistic and other commitments, partly because none of 

us have made an effort to enlist new members.46 

This passage raises important issues facing not o·nly women artists, 

but women in general. Many women in the seventies did not really 

know what feminism was about, and some of them were afraid of 

being identified as feminists. Most had been influenced by the bad 

publicity the Movement had attracted overseas, and thus feminists 

were perceived by the media as bra-burning and men-hating women. 

The most important aim of the Christchurch Women Artists Group was 

to educate women about feminism, and provide options and 

alternatives to those established by male-orientated art world. 

Feminis~-was and is a collective term for a diverse. range of feminist 

ideologies. The theories under its umbrella range from liberal 

feminism, in which liberation is defined as social equality with men, to 

46 Minutes of the Christchurch Women Artists Group, unpub., c.'1974, N. pag., acc. 
84-72, Spira/box, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
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radical separatism which seeks to establish a female culture and way 

of life devoid of men. The Womens Artists Group also faced other 

difficulties commonly experienced by women's collectives. Despite 

this, the group succeeded in coming together to help organise things 

or provide assistance. Thus when Heather was putting Spiral together 

she had 11practical support from friends, most from Paulette Barr who 

helped me keep abreast of constant correspondence, and with 

babysitting ... And the art was made among children and dishes ... "47 

In Christchurch, 1974 and 1975 were formative years in the history of 

the New Zealand Women's Art Movement. Women had assimilated 

overseas feminist art polemics, creating their own critique, similar in 

intent to that of Britain and the United States, but with a local content 

born from the New Zealand context. An important outcome of this 

union was the exhibition A Survey of Women Painters held in 1974 

and the Women Artists GrouP, which began in the same year. The 
. \ 

ideas and analyses produced by these ventures, formed the basis of 

many subsequent feminist art projects throughout Aotearoa. 

47 Evans et al, p.40. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

THE BIRTH OF 

THE WOMEN'S ART MOVEMENT 

In the mid seventies, Christchurch became the centre of feminist art 

activity in New Zealand. The first public feminist exhibition took place 

at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery in 1975 initiating much comment 

and debate. The women's art magazine Spiral began publication in 

Christchurch in 1976, providing a forum for discussion and education 

throughout Aotearoa.1 In retrospect, the group of women remembered 

it as a period of energy and confrontation, and a time for taking risks. 

In 1975, Aotearoa had its first art exhibition conceived to demonstrate 

female identity and feminist philosophies; the Robert McDougall Art 

Gallery presented Woman's Art: an Exhibition of Six Women Artists to 

mark the occasion of the lnter..national Women's Year. Allie was the 

feminist curator and the six women artists in the exhibition were Helen 

Rockel, Jane Zusters, Joanne Hardy, Stephanie Sheehan, Rhondda 

Bosworth and Joanna Paul. Allie organised the Christchurch 

exhibition as a reaction against the male art that was being touted as 

the definition of 'New Zealand Art'. The show was conceived in direct 

response to an earlier exhibition staged by the Robert McDougall Art 

Gallery which was called Six New Zealand Artists and consisted 

solely of work by men.2 This previous exhibition totally negated the 

1Up until 1979 Spira/was published annually. The name Spira/as an imprint has been 
used by a number of different women's collectives wanting to organise books or 
journals on women's art and literature. The seventh issue of Spiral, as a continuation 
of the journal, was published in 1992; numbers 5 and 6 were published in 1982 and 
1985 respectively. 
2 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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existence of New Zealand women artists. Allie also recalled that at this 

time Joanna Paul's domestic situation was a very important catalyst for 

the Woman's Art exhibition.3 Joanna had to paint on the kitchen table 

and look after the baby while her then husband Jeffrey Harris, 'the 

artist', was in his large studio. It was a poignant reminder to Allie of the 

over-riding male mentality that believed that women could not, by 

virtue of their sex, be 'serious artists'; that they neither needed nor 

warranted undisturbed time or studio space. 

The Woman's Art exhibition was an important episode in the history of 

the Women's Art Movement in Aotearoa, and its catalogue became 

the forerunner of femini~t art history in this country. Allie and the 

women artists challenged traditional patriarchal notions: in their 

catalogue statements and their art the women revealed something of 

their distinct vision about themselves and their world. The artists were 

young (23-31 years) and rel~tively unknown, with little exhibition 

experience and as a consequence~ Allie and, more importantly the 

Robert McDougall Art Gallery, were seen to be taking risks and 

challenging the male art establishment. A feminist exhibition was a 

potentially big gamble; however, it was International Women's Year 

and public institutions had to be seen to be supporting women. 

The catalogue went beyond conventional curatorial perspectives and 

gave New Zealand its first feminist art history. In the introductory 

essay, Allie established the concept underlying the exhibition: 

This is an exhibi!ion of women artists who have 

met together and separately on several occasions 

3 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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to clarify their position in the arts and beginning 

with many other women artists in this country and 

overseas to seek a new woman critique and 

expression of their art. 4 

The object of the exhibition was to provide a public forum whereby the 

six women artists could validate their experiences as women and offer 

a new and alternative analysis to that laid down by male art history. In 

the catalogue, Allie highlighted the important points of this feminist art 

theory, and stressed that although stylistically men and women artists 

maybe very similar, "there are a great many cultural experiences and 

socioeconomic factors that make them quite different."5 This analysis 

annoyed some people;· indeed, many of the reviews of the exhibition 

expressed the belief tha:t "what is important is the quality of the works 

not whether they have been produced by a man or a woman."6 

The catalogue revealed how women have been oppressed by the art 

establishment. Allie poi_nted out how many women artists have been 

forgotten and passed over by the art world because of their sex: 

"Current surveys in Australia, England and America indicate an 

alarmingly large proportion of galleries showing an extremely low 

percentage of women's art."7 The argument "still persists that women 

cannot be great artists because biologically it is 'not in women to be 

geniuses' "a, but Allie maintained that the position women were 

placed in ''is not a result of biology, but has been shaped and 

reshaped by changing historical conditions. . . [women] have 

4 Alison Mitchell (Allie Eagle), Woman's Art, an Exhibition of Six Women Artists Robert 
McDougall Art Gallery (Christchurch, 1975) p.3. 
5 Ibid. 

6 T.L.R. Wilson, The Feminine in Art,' The Press, B July 1975, p.11. 
7 Mitchell, p.3. 
Blbid. 
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remained mostly in family servitude, and woman's work [outside the 

home] has not been found by her or her patriarchal culture to be her 

identity."9 Many people attending the exhibition would not have been 

confronted with such thinking before, and it would have appeared 

radical as well as threatening. 

Perhaps the most telling feminist message in the essay was the 

excerpt from a letter from Jacqueline Fahey, where she commented 

on the struggle in becoming a professional artist, a wife and a mother: 

Perhaps what women must guard against is over 

doing the house work and bending over 

backwards for the children to silence those who 

might send one up as a poor housekeeper and 

or inadequate mother, 'the arty slut in fact'. The 

myth of the plain accentric [ sic] woman artist 

dressed in homespun cloth, sandshoes, flies 

and squalor is tolen~ted by conventional people 
·, 

because they can ridicule her. Her fate is not 

good.10 

Like the six women in the exhibition, Jacqueline Fahey was 

highlighting the different expectations placed by society on women 

and men. This was a key issue in the Women's Art Movement in New 

Zealand and overseas. In the catalogue Allie cited the feminist art 

historian, Linda Nochlin, who expressed this point: "in general, 

women's experience and situation in society and hence as artists, is 

different from men's ... "11 

Linda Nochlin was generally little known in New Zealand at this time, 

9 Mitchell, p.4. 
10 Ibid., p.3. 
11 Ibid., p.4. 
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and Allie's inclusion of this feminist's work on women and art is 

insightful; this incorporation shows how conscious Allie was of 

feminist activity abroad, especially when access to such articles and 

books was limited to what was brought back by women friends from 

trips overseas. This feminist awareness is exemplified in the following 

passage: 

women are finding alternatives to oppressive 

conditions and arereaching expansive new areas 

of expression that have the beginnings of a 

revolutionary art critique. A critique that is 

supportive, not based on rivalry, creating art that 

is not simply the homely, patriotic, non 

threatening, non sexy; exploring woman's vision, 

woman's sexuality. The wealth of women's art 

literature is. encouragingJ 2 

Allie referred to Nochlin's ground-breaking article "Why Have There 

Been No Great Women Artists?" (1971) more than once in her essay. 
·.·, 

This article examined the way that women in history had 'apparently' 

not succeeded in the art world and explored the reasons why. Allie 

was not the only one in the group to be conversant with this paper; 

Heather remembers the women discussing Nochlin's article many 

times in 197513, and how it made them 'redefine greatness'. Heather 

commented: 

12 Mitchell, p.4. 

we, or I, wanted to redefine greatness in terms of 

content and perception of content and its 

relative place in our lives. The main thing was that 

we saw art as artist's process, it has to arise from a 

specific focus, and the unmentionables, whether 

13 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie &Tilly Lloyd, eds., A Women's Picture Book 
(Wellington, 1988 ) p.40. 
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child-care or menstruation, being part of our lives 

should be part of our art.14 

Judy Chicago was another feminist who had a great impact on the 

group of women. Like Linda Nochlin, Judy Chicago was largely 

unknown in New Zealand in the seventies. In the exhibition catalogue 

Allie described her as "One of America's leading young artists ... a 

pioneer in the development of a feminist point of view in art."15 Allie 

highlighted the many innovative art education programmes that Judy 

Chicago was involved in "ranging from a Menstruation Room, an 

environmental situation, to sculptured forms and screen prints ... ".16 

Allie discussed the most recent course the American artist had 

organised. The Feminist Studio Workshop, which in 1974 was 

described by Lucy Lippard in an article in Art in America as" a small 

far from conventional art school ... ".17 Allie said of the workshop and 

Judy Chicago: "The workshop is one of the landmarks in women's 

discovery of their consci(?usness. She has been helpful in 
·\ 

establishing a female ·audience for the arts, eager to see its life 

experience revealed and reflected."1a This statement hinted at what 

Allie herself wanted to create and certainly later achieved, to a great 

extent, through feminist projects like Woman's Art exhibition {1975), 

the Women Artists Group (1974), the women's art magazine Spiral 

{1976) and the Women's Gallery {1980) in Wellington. These 

endeavours generated a feminist art environment which articulated a 

new way of approaching art and created a keen feminist awareness. 

14 Evans et al, p. 40. 
15 Mitchell, p.4. 
16 lbid.,p.5. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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Allie wrote to Judy Chicago a couple of months after the Woman's Art 

show about arranging an exhibition of Judy Chicago's work to be 

brought out to New Zealand. As Allie said in her letter: 

A month or so ago, my friend, sister/lover and 

assistant exhibitions officer was in London and 

visited your exhibition at J.P .L. Galleries. 

I had asked her before leaving to see what she 

could find of your work particularly, but of 

anything at all that spoke of the new dimensions 

of woman-vision and toward a new critique of 

women's art.19 

Like Judy Chicago in America, Allie wanted to establish a female 

audience for women's art, hoping to encourage an environment in 

New Zealand which would foster this new art and art history. Allie 

believed it would be stimulated by Judy Chicago's work touring the 

country. Unfortunately, this did not eventuate. 

In her letter, Allie discussed Judy Chicago's book Through the Flower, 

which Merrigan had brought back from her overseas trip. Allie 

described its significance to the group: "the book is already old, that is 

it has been read and reread and given courage and supplied so many 

of us with so many amazing realizations. it [sic] seems almost 

minimizing its worth to try and account for its value, and potential 

value to women here."20 The book, which presented new and honest 

perceptions, challenged and empowered women, enabling them to 

validate their own feelings and creative ability. It was included in the 

19 Allie Eagle, letter to Judy Chicago, 29 September 1975, personal papers of Allie 
Eagle. 
20 Ibid. 
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exhibition catalogue's bibliography along with the work of other 

leading feminist writers. The bibliography was essentially a resource 

list, and was there to inform and educate, emphasising once again the 

feminist motivation behind the exhibition. Titles in the catalogue 

included Linda Nochlin's article "Why have there been No Great 

Women Artists?" in Art and Sexual Politics , Eleanor Tufts' book Our 

Hidden Heritage, an interview between Lucy Lippard and Judy 

Chicago in the journal Ramparts and Anica Vesel Mander and Anne 

Kent Rush's Feminism as Therapy. 

After Allie's introductory essay came the ar_tists' statements which 

dealt with feminist concerns regarding women as artists. The first in 

the catalogue was Helen Rockel, who was then twenty-six years old, 

and exhibited eleven works, all of which were works on paper.21 

Under the heading "On Women as Artists", Helen Rockel discussed 

how women have been overlooked in history, and dismissed as doing 

nothing of note. Her answer to this notion challenged entrenched 

male preserves: "How many women have been free to pursue an 

interest in earnest and with encouragement?"22 The heading allowed 

the women to discuss an important but often dismissed theme, in 

which they all displayed obvious feminist conviction. The second artist 

in the catalogue was Jane. At this time she was a painting student in 

her second year at Canterbury School of Art; this was her first 

exhibition. She explained, in the catalogue, that: 

Our society does not encourage women to 

21 One was owned by the Robert McDougall Art Gallery, which showed great insight 
on their part as the gallery tended not to buy women's work, especially that of young 
little-known women. Allie was probably very influential concerning the purchase of this 
work. 
22 Mitchell, p.6. 
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develop their abilities as artists. If we should 

choose to, we must do it within the context of a 

male dominated art establishment and art 

education system. Patriarchy discourages in a 

woman the single-mindedness and inner 

commitment to herself, that is necessary if she is 

to be an artist. However, with our discrediting of 

the old myths of femininity and its limitations, 

many of us will be women artists.23 

This statement expressed her strong feminist conviction at this time; 

she had been an early and vocal member of the Women's Liberation 

Movement at University. After the exhibition Jane received a lot of 

hostility from lecturers within the Fine Arts department. This was for a 

number of reasons, not only the blatant feminism of the show: 

I got really bad vibes as a result of my association 

actually. I don't think my being part of Six Women 

Artists [sic] went down very well. I think there is 

more of an accept~nce of students exhibiting 

when they are still students now, but then it was 

regarded as jumping the gun. And I was in the 

painting department and I was exhibiting my 

photographs. It didn't go down very well with Bill 

Sutton actually! It also didn't go down with people 

like John Hurrell who was kicking around then 

too. I remember John getting stuck into me.24 

Jane left art school after her second year, without completing her 

diploma. This decision was probably due, in part, to the reaction she 

had received after the Woman's Art exhibition. It was, as Jane pointed 

out, "Quite a brave thing to leave art school, as I was doing well and 

23 Mitchell, p.8. 
24 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
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passing exams."25 She continued saying: "I was an extremely radical 

young woman in my twenties in an institution run by old men, in a 

department whose best students were always boys."26 

In the exhibition, Jane showed twelve photographs. In an interview 

with Anne Kirker in 1988, she explained how she felt that she did not 

fit into the painting class, relating more to photographers who were not 

her peers.21 She said of her photography of that time, "[it was] really 

raw, I would go around thrusting myself into the most difficult and 

extreme situations ... "2a In the statement on her photographs which 

Jane wrote for the Woman's Art catalogue, she said: "Here are some 

moments, people and friends in my life. They reflect aspects of my 

consciousness and my ways of being in the world."29 Examples of her 

work from this exhibition illustrate exactly this. They concentrated on 

people within their own, often private, environment, for example 

Former Devil's Angel (1975)_ (fig. 1) and Two People (1975) (fig. 2) 
·.·, 

Works like Self Portrait in a Crystal Ball (1975) (fig. 3) and Torso with 

Scar (1975) (fig. 4) explored interesting view-points investigating 

pictorial space, which imbued the photographs with a sense of 

abstraction. 

Although a lesbian, Jane did not publicly exhibit work which dealt with 

lesbianism, indeed the images in Woman's Art appeared to deal with 

heterosexuality. This lack of lesbian material in Jane's work was one 

25 Jane Zusters, taped interview by Marian Evans and Bridie Lonie, 1985, acc.84-72, 
box 13, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Jane Zusters, taped interview by Anne Kirker, 16 February 1988, MS54/1988/2, 
Women's Art Archive, Museum of New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Mitchell, p.8. 

44 



of self-preservation as was her position not to offer any interpretation 

of her work30, both stances avoided negative judgments being made 

by the heterosexual public and the lesbian community. 

The next three artists in the catalogue were Joanne Hardy, Stephanie 

Sheehan and Rhondda Bosworth. Both Stephanie Sheehan and 

Joanne Hardy exhibited five paintings each whilst Rhondda Bosworth 

exhibited twelve photographs. All three had strong feminist issues to 

raise in the Woman's Art catalogue. Joanne Hardy mentioned the 

reappraisal of women artists31, whilst Stephanie Sheehan said: 

a slave mentality is imposed on us at birth and to 

express oneself truthfully involves throwing off 

more chains than one was aware of carrying. I 

have ceased to paint men's doings. My paintings 

are an extension of myself, as a woman I think.32 

Rhondda Bosworth explained that she could not, "separate being a 

woman and being an artist. lfwas a long time before I could assert 

myself positively but after having dammed it up for so long- out it all 

comes."33 

The last artist in the catalogue was Joanna, who exhibited fourteen 

works on paper and three photographs. Joanna had been exhibiting 

since she graduated and was the oldest of the six women in the show. 

Much of Joanna's work centred on her domestic life, and the works in 

the Woman's Art exhibition were no different. In the show she 

exhibited works entitled Window and Doll, Looking at the Plum Tree, 

30 Mitchell, p. 8. & Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
31 Mitchell, p.9. 
32 Ibid., p.10. 
33 Ibid., p.11. 
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Bedstead and Window, Bedstead and Through the Window. 

Joanna's statement in the catalogue emphasised how her work "is 

always rooted in the particular circumstances of my domestic life, the 

objects, clothes, toys, cups, flowers, that speak of myself, my child, my 

husband and the house, garden, land, that frames the life."34 Heather 

made the point that women like herself had seen child-rearing and 

day-to-day living as being outside the artists' scope, whereas Joanna 

had been "using/exploring [her] domestic interiors through [her] 

painting" from early on.ss 

Joanna saw her own daily existence entwined with her art and vice 

versa; by voicing her experiences through her art she was validating 

her identity as a woman. In the seventies and eighties, feminism 

facilitated the expression of women's experiences through visual and 

literary art. It enabled women to value their own lives and to see their 

worth. Joanna explained in tre catalogue how "Painting for me as a 

woman is an ordinary act - about the great meaning of ordinary 

things."36 She emphasised: "I don't wish to separate the significant 

and the everyday actions but to bring them to [ sic] close as possible 

together."37 

Bedstead (1975) (fig. 5) which was exhibited in the Woman's Art show 

illustrated Joanna's interest in her domestic environment. The painting 

showed the cluttered chaos of a family. This feeling was heightened 

by the foreshortened picture plane and narrowness of the work. In the 

34 Mitchell, p.12. 
35 Evans et al, p.40. 
36 Mitchell, p.12. 
37 Ibid. 
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forefront of the painting was the bedstead with clothes or perhaps 

nappies draped over it. Immediately behind that were the windows 

which appeared to slant sideways out of the painting creating a 

distracting element within the work. These closed windows were a 

prominent feature, probably symbolising the binds of domesticity. It 

was a motif which occurred throughout Joanna's work in the 

exhibition, another example being Bedstead and Window (1975) 

(fig.6). The window theme was common in women's art in the seventies 

and early eighties. Windows were an obvious part of the domestic 

lives of women, and thus often symbolised the restrictions of such an 

existence. Joanna explained in the catalogue that: 

The paintings and drawings in this exhibition have 

a common s·ubject; The [sic] frames of bed and 

window, a thicket of plum tree, a barred gate, This 

subject contains the formal assertions of vertical 

and horizontal countered by pattern and the 

associations inherent in patterned wood and 
·. \t 

clothes. Perhaps far [ sic], frame, sheath, window, 

gate also work as (ancient) transcendent 

metaphor? . . . Thus the domestic life is both 

subject and metaphor [my italics].38 

Throughout Joanna's artistic career she employed a wide range of 

different artistic media, from painting to sculpture to films. Within the 

Woman's Art show she used acrylic, ink, oil and pastel as well as 

photograph. Joanna remarked that she consciously worked in a 

number of media "because it seemed crazy to me to sit down and 

paint, when there are so many other mediums to use and ones that 

38 Mitchell, p.12. 
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would suit certain situations better."ae For many women, this artistic 

diversification was not only exciting but often necessary due to their 

domestic life. Women were often accused of fragmentation in their 

work, while men on the other hand tended to specialise and this was 

seen as a strength. Diversification indicated the need in women's lives 

for greater flexibility and thus was also an integral part of expressing 

oneself as a feminist. Although there was no watercolour in the 

Woman's Art show, it was a medium that Joanna often employed. 

She said that she could paint quickly with it, thus suiting her domestic 

life which included children.4o Using oils, however, was a lengthy 

process. 

As Juliet Batten has said, it is interesting to compare the Christchurch 

show with another exhibition mounted to celebrate International 

Women's Year at the Auckland City Art Gallery.41 This show was New 

Zealand Women Painters and, unlike Woman's Art, it lacked a feminist 

analysis.42 In the essay which accompanied the Woman's Art 

exhibition, feminist art history was being made. The catalogue from 

the Auckland show, however, talked of 'one-man shows' and 

compounded male chauvinism within the arts with statements like: 

"the art of the women painters in no way differentiates from the art of 

nien ... Femininity is not involved any more than masculinity is 

involved in the work of men painters. Art transcends sex. "43 Needless 

to say, feminism was not even mentioned in the Auckland catalogue. 

39 Joanna Paul, taped interview by Lita Barrie, 1984, Women's Art Archive, Museum 
of New Zealand/Te Papa Te Tongarewa, Wellington. 
401bid. 
41 Juliet Batten, 'Emerging From Underground:The Women's Art Movement in New 
Zealand,' Spiral no.5, 1982, p.26. 
42 Ibid. 
43 New Zealand's Women Painters Auckland City Art Gallery (Auckland, 1975) p.4. 
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Woman's Art provoked a range of interesting critical reviews and 

public responses. Allie received a letter from Anne Kirker, who had co

curated the New Zealand Women Painters exhibition at the Auckland 

City Art Gallery. Anne Kirker commented that "The Exhibition of 

Woman's Art is, judging by your catalogue, a significant 

achievement."44 The importance of the Woman's Art exhibition to 

Christchurch women artists was made explicit by the decision of the 

Christchurch Women Artists Group to hold a simultaneous women's 

art exhibition in the Women's Centre.45 With regard to the effect of 

Woman's Art on the art community Allie commented that: 

The six women artists show kind of created a 

reaction with a lot of the art establishment: 'Here's 

a force to be dealt with.' People like the art schpol 

staff weren't sure whether they should open the 

door, go through the door or stand in the door 

with me. Suddenly t_here was a boot girl in town 
. ·~ 

who was kicking up a bit of a fuss.46 

The only media reviews of the exhibition were in the local papers. 

There was no equivalent comment in the feminist magazines 

Broadsheet and Circle. This omission is probably due to the fact that 

Broadsheet and Circle had not started writing on the visual arts in 

New Zealand, and Spiral had not yet come into being. 

The Press published two articles on the exhibition, and The 

Christchurch Star one. John Oakley in the Christchurch Star was 

44 Anne Kirker, letter to Alison Mitchell, 1 July 1975, Robert McDougall Art Gallery 
archives, Christchurch. 

45 Minutes of the Christchurch Women Artists Group, unpub., 20 May 1975, acc. 84-
72, Spiral box 1/14, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, 
Wellington. 
46 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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patronisingly dismissive of the exhibition. He said: "The painting is 

trendy and inclined to be superficial .... At its best her work is only 

decorative ... more quaint than profound ... [and] a cliche that barely 

raises an eyebrow these days .... Taken all round this is not an 

impressive show."47 It was John Oakley's final comment which 

denoted how he truly felt about women; indeed, it illustrated an 

aggressive belittling of women which was, in the seventies, a normal 

reaction from many men: 

It is not just male chauvinism to say that in the fine 

arts few women have achieved anything. There 

have been some good women musicians, but no 

women composers of greater note than Madame 

Chaminade -· and few will remember her.48 

One cannot but wonder whether he read the accompanying 

catalogue. In the first edition of Spiral, Heather pointed out the 

negativity of his comment: 

Artists have much to· struggle with - women artists 

have also centuries of history and literature 

. founded on a male supremacist culture. Most of 

us are told and many of us begin our careers 

internalising the judgment of the reviewer who 

wrote: "It is not just male chauvinism to say that in 

the fine arts few women have achieved 

anything"49 

She continued: "That women have achieved is the remarkable 

consideration. And women artists and historians searching for work 

47 John Oakley, 'Women's Art Show Trendy, but Unexciting,' Christchurch Star, 9 July 
1975, p.4. 
48 Ibid. 

49 Editorial.Spira/ no.1, 1976, p.2 {unattrib.) 
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neglected by male colleagues are finding it. "so 

The first Press story on the exhibition was an article rather than a 

critical review. Most of the piece was based on the catalogue that Allie 

had written. The rest of the article came from an interview with Allie by 

The Press journalist. This interview augmented the bold statements of 

the catalogue and exhibition: 

Viewers of this exhibition, says Ms Mitchell, are 

likely to look at their work simply as art, probably 

regardless of the artists' sex. By the time the next 

women's art exhibition is ready though, she 

believes the public will see revealed someth!ng of 

women's di~tinct vision about themselves and 

their world.51 

These enlightened expectations took a long time to infiltrate the 

public. Allie wanted to educate people, but with individuals like John 

Oakley shaping opinion, it wa$ going to be a hard task. In the same 
·. \ 

article Allie defended 

what many would regard as advocacy of 

separatism for women artists. Women, she 

maintains, do see the world through different 

eyes. Theirs is an expression, she says, seldom 

appreciated because it is assessed from an 

exclusively male critique.52 

This article in The Press, like the catalogue, presented some radical 

feminist theories which caused much consternation among a lot of 

people. The article ended wiih a forceful statement from Allie: 

50 Editorial.Spira/ no.1, 1976, p.2 (unattrib.) 
51 'Women's Art in a Man's World,' The Press 25 June 1975, p.6 (unattrib.) 
52 Ibid. 
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" 'Women's success as artists has depended on their showing what 

are regarded as solely masculine attributes such as strength and 

virility.' Ms Mitchell believes the time is fast coming when women 

artists will no longer have to 'join the boys' ".53 

The second review in The Press was written by Rodney Wilson. This 

was a reasonably favourable review, but like John Oakley he had no 

real concept of feminism. He commented that what "is important is the 

quality of the works, not whether they have been produced by a man 

or a woman."54 Further on he said: 

If feminists are indeed successful in achieving a 
-

social revolution for women, they may well make it 

possible for women more readily to succeed as 

artists, yet they will have to succeed as artists not 

as separatist women artists, since the criteria by 

which they will be judged will be those 

appropriate to the, mode of expression they 

choose unaffected by external considerations.55 

This meant being judged by male criteria, and, as for being 

'unaffected by external considerations', this was surely the 

implementation of male supremacist law; why should women be 

condemned by this? According to Rodney Wilson, women could 

succeed only if they followed the rules, men's rules. He attempted to 

ridicule with the comment: 

What of this militant feminism, is it readily 

discernible in the works? Apart from a certain 

harshness and violence of compositional 

53 'Women's Art in a Man's World, p. 6. 
54 T.L.R. Wilson, 'The Feminine in Art,' The Press a July 1975, p. 11. 
55 Ibid. 

52 



organisation and imagery in some, there appears 

to be little evidence of it; but then it should be 

noted that the reviewer is not really sure what 

constitutes the feminine in art.56 

Rodney Wilson was expecting there to be an obvious feminist style, 

illustrating that he was able to perceive only in terms of patriarchal 

rules. Feminist art, unlike any other art movement was based on 

content not style. This proved to be a major stumbling block for many 

art critics, just as it was for Rodney Wilson. Yet he went on to discuss 

the women artists and their work fairly without a_ny derisive remarks. 

For example, he wrote: "While Joanna Harris takes courage and 

delight in her maternal and domestic environment, employing an 

imagery the product of artist, mother and wife ... , many of Jane 

Arbuckle's photos appear more closely linked to feminist philosophy 

and to the reappraisal of women's place in society ... "57 Rodney 

Wilson did end the review positively: "it is encouraging to see a group 

of artists working collectively,·"'and sensibly towards the realisation of 

some artistic identity in this manner."sa It would seem that he was 

keen to be fair and objective with the art In the exhibition, but found 

the concept of feminism threatening and unpalatable. 

1976 was Allie's last year at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery. During 

that year, she curated and wrote the catalogue for the Olivia Spencer 

Bower exhibition. She had met Olivia through work she had done for 

the art historian and writer Gordon Brown; whilst in the process of 

doing this research, Allie read a lot on women's art. She tried to find 

56 Wilson, p. 11 
57 Jbid. 
58 Ibid. 
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out who the women artists were in New Zealand, and whether anyone 

had compiled anything on women's art; this research prompted her to 

establish a women's art archive at the Robert McDougall Gallery in 

1974. Allie decided that more research on Olivia Spencer Bower was 

needed, as she was such an interesting and important Canterbury 

woman artist. She also thought that Olivia Spencer Bower might have 

been a lesbian. In 1976, Allie organised the retrospective. Allie 

realised that studies on women were vital as II there was this awful 

memory loss. Right from the start I was saying to women 'You need to 

keep archives'."59 This exhibition was Allie's way of retaining and 

conserving these memories. She was reclaiming an important New 

Zealand woman artist - a cultural grandmother. This exhibition 

reaffirmed Olivia Spencer Bower as a significant woman artist. 

1976 was also the year that the first issue of the women's art 

magazine Spiral was publi$hed. In America, similar feminist art 
·.·\ 

journals were being produced, and would have served as models for 

Spiral. Britain, however, did not publish a women's art magazine until 

1977 when MaMa~ Women Artists Together came out, and this was 

purely to document Feministo, a postal art event. A more permanent 

art journal called FAN did not appear until 1979, three years after 

Spiral had begun in New Zealand. Thus the Christchurch Women 

Artists Group was at the forefront of current thinking within the global 

Women's Art Movement. 

Like most feminist projects, Spiral did not happen overnight but had to 

be fitted in around domestic commitments. Heather initiated the 

59 Allie Eagle, interview with the author, 9 October 1992. 
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publication but it was to be three years in the making. The idea had 

taken root at the 1973 Christchurch Arts Festival in which Heather had 

participated. She had watched twenty young men get up on stage and 

read their poems, most of which seemed to her indistinguishable. 

Heather later remarked that, "That evening in the Christchurch Town 

Hall the issue of women in the arts, the presence and selection of 

artists and issues of control began fermenting inside me." 60 , " I 

suppose that was when I knew that women artists' voices had to be 

heard."61 Heather saw a women's art magazine as her contribution to 

the Women's Movement: "There wasn't a women's a_rts magazine in 

Aotearoa and as I met more writers and artists and heard their stories, 

it became clear that most of us had encountered prejudice or 

incomprehension in getting our work accepted."62 

Heather, like other women artists, had been told by male editors that 

she would be more likely to: be accepted for publication if she used 

her initials; this effectively obscured her womanhood and to Heather 

"That seemed the best argument for women editors I'd ever heard."63 

With a women's magazine in mind, she put advertisements in various 

places calling for interested women, and it was through the instigation 

of the Christchurch Women Artists Group that Spiral came into being. 

The journal was a product and process of the Women Artists Group, 

and many of the women were involved in both. To the first issue, 

Joanna and Allie contributed essays, and both Anna and Jane had 

works illustrated in it: "Spiral ... got under way with wonderful help 

60 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
61 Evans et al, p.38. 

62 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
63 Ibid. 
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from Paulette Barr, and with the first publication, from Allie, Anna, from 

Catherine Algie who did the layout, Zusters, Patsy Keane who did the 

typing, Lynne Ciochetto and Robin [sic] [Sivewright] and Jill [Hannah] 

who as Herstory Press printed it."64 Heather was the editor for the first 

issue and on the collective for the next three issues. By 1982 the five 

women had moved to different parts of the country and on to other 

things such as The Women's Gallery (1980) in Wellington. Spiral was 

. the outgrowth of the group consciousness of that particular time. 

In the second issue of the magazine the women explained who they 

were and what their aims for Spiral were. They described themselves 

as a collective of Christchurch women with a feminist perspective, and 

hoped Spiral would be the vehicle for a communication network 

across the country. The women wanted 11To offer space to women 

artists, particularly those who have not been accepted by the male 

critique - publishers and galleties - and further, share the polemics of 

the global women's art move'ment. Create our own critique. Share 

work and spiritual aspirations."65 This was to a very large extent 

achieved and Spiral became a life-line for many women; it was 

educative and exciting, and was the inspiration for other ventures 

such as the Women's Gallery and the Women's Environment in 1977. 

The physical putting together of each issue was, Heather said, 11 done 

by a group of lesbians circling great stacks of pages in the centre of 

the Blue House sittingroom floor."66 She explained that: 11"he range of 

artists/writers was. great, from an eggshell painter to an early member 

of the New Zealand women writers group, a playwright and a sculptor, 

64 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
65 Spiral no. 3, 1978, frontispiece {unattrib.) 
66Evans et al, p. 40. 
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a painter who subsequently became an Ananda Marga nun etc ... "67 

It did not concern Heather too much that 'their reality', of being pc;,litical 

lesbians in Christchurch in the 1970s, was not greatly reflected in the 

art that was published in Spiral. She said: "I had a very wide "made by 

women" theme and although we did not publish work that was 

misogynist or woman-hating some work was criticised for not being 

feminist."68 One difficulty they did have, though, was with work which 

although good did not fit their positivist stance Heather said: 

The 'positivist stance' was that initially I looked for 

work which reflected women's strength, which 

subverted the "less than men" doctrine . . . and 

which resisted the literary convention or 

superimposition of a tragic or destructive or 

submissive ending visited on feminists or 

lesbians who dared to be different i.e. to live 

female-centred lives;,We had to counter so many 
·_·, 

negative images of women - let alone lesbians!69 

The very name Spiral was a positivist tactic as it was reclaiming 

women's earlier culture. It was an ancient female symbol which meant 

fertility and thus creativity. On the back of the third issue of Spiral was 

a shape poem which discussed the meaning behind the word: 

The spiral is a growth form. It is implicit in plants - in 

petal patterns, leaves and tendrils; it is found in 

sea shells, in hair and fur crowns, in sunflower 

heads ... It is woman's biological rhythm, the 

moon cycle, pubescence, menstruation, 

menopause. The creative spiral rising clockwise 

67 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
68 fbid. 
69 fbid. 
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was attributed to Pallas Athena, among Greek 

divinities the personification of wisdom (her 

temple the Parthenon), whose Minoan

Mycenean predecessor, the snake goddess 

inspired creativity and protected plant and animal 

life. It is our symbol of rising and expanding 

creativity. 70 

The journal Spiral was the first of its kind in this country, and it became 

the vehicle through which feminist ideas on art were discussed. Spiral 

enabled these philosophies to spread throughout New Zealand. This 

created a network of women who, connected by a.common interest in 

women's creativity, no. longer needed to feel that they were in total 

isolation. The Woman's Art exhibition articulated this new feminist 

philosophy which was to radicalise New Zealand art history. Never 

before in this country had there been an alternative to the art history 

structures so rigidly in place. The influence of the exhibition was felt in 
.\ 

the feminist art shows which began to increase not only in 

Christchurch, but throughout Aotearoa. Spiral enabled the theories 

presented in Woman's Art, and in later feminist exhibitions, to 

permeate Aotearoa, establishing these ideas as valid alternatives to 

those perpetuated by the male art hierarchy. The Women's Art 

Movement had found its voice. 

70 Spiral no.3, 1978, back cover (unattrib.) 
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4. Jane Zusters, Torso with a Scar, 1975,black & white photograph, 162x244mm, 
orivate collection. 



5. Joanna Paul, Bedstead, 1975,oil on board, 31 Ox 1220mm, Canterbury Public 
Library, Christchurch. 
6. Joanna Paul,Bedstead & Window, 1975,oil on board, 61Ox610mm, collection of 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

THE SEED OF A NEW ART 

In December 1976, the Christchurch Women Artists Group met to 

discuss plans for a women's art environment to be held at the 

Canterbury Society of Arts. This exhibition, entitled the Women's 

Environment, was planned to coincide with the third United Women's 

Convention1 which was held in 1977 in Christchurch. Women's 

Conventions were held biennially in New Zealand, and aimed to raise 

the status and self-confidence of women as well as to educate them 

via workshops and seminars on a wide range of female topics thus 

increasing the numbers .of women working on the behalf of others. 

Taking the place of the arts workshop usually held at the conventions, 

the Women's Environment proved to be an influential and 

challenging show, illustrating the strength and courage with which the 

Women's Art Movement was as~ociated. 

Anna, Jane, Allie, Heather .and Joanna participated at all levels of the 

exhibition, from the organisation of the initial proposal to setting up the 

environment and installing their own art. The Women's Environment 

was a collective art-making project, which continued to evolve and 

take shape even after the show was officially opened. The emphasis 

of the exhibition was on the process of experience over selling and 

making profits. This enabled every woman to be involved, either 

creating art for the show or transforming the gallery space. Thus the 

exhibition examined prevailing standards of art from a feminist 

perspective, and turned a sterile gallery into a dynamic and friendly 

1 The conventions had started in 1973. 
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atmosphere. The space ceased being a gallery and became for 

eleven days a women's centre, four days of which were for women 

only, providing a positive and friendly space in which women could 

view art by others·. 

The idea behind a women's art environment evolved over a year of 

meetings, and by January 1977 the Women Artists Group had sent out 

an invitation to all interested women. This letter explained that the 

Women Artists Group were hiring the entire Canterbury Society of · 

Arts. This enabled the women to be in total control of the gallery 

allowing them to have a woman-only time for· the . convention. 

weekend.2 Considering_ the unconventional use of the gallery and 

separatist intent of the organisers, it was to the Canterbury Society of 

Arts' credit, that they agreed to hire out the gallery. The Women Artists 

Group saw the the exhibition as 

combining more tradition~! exhibits (ie [sic] painting, prints, 

photographs, pottery) with film, poetry readings, drama, music. 

Also created environments - some suggestions here are 

building a maze, a teepee. These could serve two functions, 

the mQst important being to change the male created structure 

of the gallery into a women's environment. However, work 

could also be displayed on or in these environments, ie [sic] on 

the walls of the maze. We are also interested in showing ideas, 

sketches, diagrams etc which may or may not have been 

developed further. These include snapshots, diaries, 

sketchbooks, small drawings you've received from other 

women on envelopes, in letters, and anything else you can 

2 Heather McPherson, Allie Eagle, Anna Keir, & Joanna Paul, 'The Women's 
Environment at the '77 Women's Convention,' Spiral, no.3, 1978, p.28. 
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think of and would like to contribute.3 

The initial problem for the women was money; the cost of hiring the 

entire gallery was $754.00. They asked for monetary donations, and 

decided that a door charge of 50¢ per person at the exhibition would 

help defray costs thus enabling money from any work sold to go back 

to the woman who created it.4 They also applied for grants not only to 

cover the hire of the gallery, but also to contribute to materials and 

travel costs. They had received no sponsorship from the Convention 

fund and so applied to the Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council. However, 

the Arts Council application failed because it was deemed 

unacceptable that so-called-amateurs and professionals were to 

exhibit together.5 The si.gnatures to the submission letter to the Arts 

Council identifies the core women in the Women Artists Group: Alison 

Mitchell (Allie Eagle), Anna Keir, Anita Narbey, Heather McPherson, 

Louise Lewis, Pam Wolfe, Jackie Sullivan, Rosemary Johnson, Jane 

Arbuckle (Zusters), Helene Long and Joanna Paul. Heather described 

their diversity. They had( 

different backgrounds, experience and training in art skills. 

Most had heavy domestic commitments. There were inevitable 

ideological differences. Some meetings were hard going, 

often with child disruptions. Successful meetings happened 

when we had organised our thoughts and in turn presented 

them ... 6 

The five were part of a larger group of dedicated women who worked 

3Letter put out by the Christchurch Women Artists Group inviting women to participate 
in the Women's Environment, unpub., n.d., N. pag., personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
4Ibid. 
5 Juliet Batten, 'Emerging from Underground: the Women's Art Movement in New 
Zealand,' Spiratn_o. 5, 1982, p.27. 
6 McPherson et al, p.24. 
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collectively organising the exhibition. Allie, Anna, and Heather were 

especially committed, giving much time and energy to the project. 

Anna, however, is remembered as the main Initiator of the Women's 

Environment; she was the "unsung hero11 of the exhibition?, having 

done so much which was unseen but very necessary: 

I had been involved in helping organise the show since the 

beginning of the year: contacting possible contributors; 

arranging freight; wording publicity notices. I saw the whole 

idea as being important, knew I could learn from being 

involved, and, as I was working only part-time, had the space 

which others lacked.a 

Being so involved with the organisation of the event meant there was 

little time for Anna's own work. The result was 

lack of time to think about or work on my own contribution; a 

feeling of losing my creativity and becoming bogged down in 

practicalities. Generally, so much of our energy and time 

seemed to be consumed Q)' trying to assure there would be an 

exhibition - negotiating to get the gallery; writing submissions 

for grants; organising work and publicity .... 9 

Anna was 'the organiser' of much of what is now recognised 

collectively as the Women's Art Movement10, and her involvement 

culminated with the running of the Women's Gallery in Wellington 

which she helped found in 1979. According to Allie Anna was, "The 

organiser of the whole shebang!1111 

7 Allie Eagle, interview,13 May 1992. 
a McPherson et al, p.38. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Anna Keir, taped interview by Lita Barrie, 1984, Women's Art Archives, Museum of 
New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington. 
11 Ibid 
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Articles in Spiral by Allie, Heather, Joanna and Anna on Women's 

Environment highlights their dedication to and involvement in the 

exhibition. Allie wrote the most substantial of the essays, which 

reflected her unspoken role as vocal leader and communicated her 

excitement and enthusiasm. Discussing what had been the motivation 

behind the exhibition Allie said, "We were inspired by the 

Womanspace [sic] ventures of an American Feminist Art Group and 

the connections we'd gradually made together about our woman artist 

experience."12 She was referring to Womanhouse, which was 

constructed in America in 1971 by women students at the California 

Institute of the Arts with their teachers, Judy Chicago and Miriam 

Schapiro.13 Earlier in 1977 Allie had shown a film of the collaborative 

work which made up Womanhouse.14 As Allie had been 

corresponding with Judy Chicago in '1975 she had probably received 

a lot of material including films. The American project attempted to 

show societies subjugation ofwomen; it had a dolls-house room, a 

menstruation bathroom, a bridal staircase and pink kitchen with fried

egg breast decoration. The Christchurch women wanted a permanent 

'Womanhouse' of their own: 

If we actually had a room or building where we could actually do 

women's birthing ~rojects, and menstruation and masturbation 

and women's love making. The whole ins and outs of women's 

lives in a place where no one could veto it, nobody could say 

12 McPherson et al, p.28. 
13The fact that Allie had confused the name Womanspace for Womanhouse is borne 
out in an interview the author had with her on 9 October 1992, where she said: "In the 
C.S.A. environment there definitely was a connection to what Judy Chicago had done 
in Womanspace." Womanspace, however, was a gallery and centre, not a total 
environment like Womanhouse or Women's Environment. Indeed, Heather has stated 
in a letter to the author (Oct.1992) that Judy Chicago and her collaborative art projects 
from the Womanhouse, not Womanspace, had been part of the inspiration behind 
Women's Environment. 
14 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October i992. 
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this is professional, this is not professional. Or this is too 

personal or this is a bit much.15 

The exhibition was an expression of the real need for women to have 

their own personal . creative space, highlighting how the usual 

exhibition or gallery failed to cater for many women. 

Thus in accordance with the pro-women theme men were not allowed 

in for the first four days of the exhibition, enabling women to create 

and experience the women-orientated atmosphere. This separatist 

space provided a creative freedom: much of the work made 

statements on women's. lives and was too personal to be shared with 

men who would only ridi(?ule. In this exhibition many women showed 

things which were displayed only for women's viewing. Allie took 

down some lesbian love-making images, when the show was open to · 

the general public, and marked the empty spaces with elastoplast 

crosses.16 One women descriped how she felt when it was opened 
·.·• 

up to men as well: "I felt alienated in the [Canterbury Society .of Arts] 

Gallery when the womin's art environment was opened to the public, 

and the floor rang with the hollow footsteps of men and their brash 

and abrasive laughs as they desperately tried to feel at ease in an 

environment hostile to them - an environment with large, blank walls, 

and a delicate message, 'This environment was created for womin 

only, and as such this work has been removed'."17 This exhibition, 

with its separatist stance, was the influence behind the women-only 

occasions at the Women's Gallery in Wellington and the later 

Women's Festivals in Christchurch. 

15 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
16 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
17 Dilys Grant, 'Prayers', Stolen Cardigans' and Fiery Speeches,' Broadsheet, no. 51, 
July 1977, pp.20-21. 
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The overall concept of the exhibition transformed the gallery into a 

comfortable and supportive environment which revealed something of 

the nature of women's creativity. The three levels of the gallery 

became symbolic, with the mezzanine floor or top floor representing 

the 'head' or spiritual level, the Mair gallery and first floor levels as 

'heart' and the ground floor as the 'body'.18 The ground floor was the 

"feet of women's experience - their varicose veins, cooking, washing, 

family serving situations, womans [sic] pride at home/work .... "19 This· 

area displayed the unrecognised creativity of women, the decorating, 

the mending, the preparing of food. The same creativity was employed 

to transform the 'man-made' gallery space into a vibrant non

threatening female area .. By using soft partitions, drapes and cushions 

on the floor the Canterbury Society of Arts became an area in which 

women could be heard chatting, singing and children playing. The 

idea of galleries being friendly and inviting spaces was adopted by 

later feminist-inspired exhibiti9ns and challenged the philosophy of 

traditional galleries. 

Rosemary Johnson created the birth-like tunnel which connected the 

ground floor to the upper spaces. These upper areas represented, 

through art and presentation, women's "spirituality/ cyclic body/ 

sexual/ political struggles and aspirations."20 The 'birth tunnel' was a 

collective idea, but it was Rosemary Johnson who undertook the final 

visualising and translation of the area. The tunnel expressed the 

emerging process of birth and transition; women went through it to 

18 Christchurch Women Artists Group Funding Application to the Queen Elizabeth II 
Arts Council, unpub., 1977, N.pag. personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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arrive in the Women's Environment.21 This tunnel was of very simple 

construction, made out of layers of various coloured flimsy material 

hung in panels up the stairs, and the "entrance drapery set the mood -

the delicate colours and textures felt intimate, making a mysterious 

enclosure."22 

The Women's Environment ceased to be a controlled space, and grew 

as the women made their contributions, "in many ways it never really 

stopped - the exhibits kept changing. Different happenings and the 

women's theatrical rehearsals created a flexibility and momentum to 

the event which made it very exciting."23 The exhibition was a hub of 

energy, vitality and creativity. As well as individual women taking part, 

many women's groups from around the country were invited, 

emphasising the rich diversity of women. There was the Women's 

Music Group from Auckland, six women were involved in playing and 

writing feminist music, who .:,gave several performances at the 

exhibition. Matrix was another feminist group interested in 

improvisation with rhythm and the sound of objects other than 

traditional musical instruments.24 They created music to fit into the 

atmosphere of the building2s and encouraged audience 

participation.26 Backstreet Theatre was another women's group which 

2'1 McPherson et al,p.30. 
22 Ibid, p.36. 
23 Ibid., p.29. 
24 Christchurch Women Artists Group Funding Application to the Queen Elizabeth II 
Arts Council, unpub., 1977, N. pag., personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
25 The Minutes of the Christchurch Women Artists Group, unpub., 20 December 
1976, N. pag., acc. 84-72, Spira/box, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull 
Library, Wellington. 
26 Christchurch Women Artists Group Funding Application to the Queen Elizabeth II 
Arts Council, unpub., 1977, N. pag., personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
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gave performances of their own plays.21 There was also poetry 

reading, some integrated with dance.2s 

Feminist politics had forced a reevaluation of art, and enabled women 

to reappraise patriarchal notions of good and bao art, the craft/art 

dichotomy and the concept of professional and non-professional 

artists. The Women's Environment displayed women's creativity 

uninhibited by men and 'their' rules. Thus the diaries, children's art, 

the weaving and the like, which showed a vitality and were candid in 

their intent, emphasised how life and art could not be separated. As a 

review in The Press said, " these pieces questioned the purpose of 

judging a work to be good or bad - that it was genuine was seen to be 

enough."29 Craft, often the domain of women, had been looked down 

upon because of its usefulness, and the exhibition enabled it to be 

seen in a positive light and emphasised the beauty of an embroidered 

table cloth or painted bowl. Craft was shown to be no lesser an art 
\ 

form than fine· art, and a review pointed out that, "Painting, prints and 

photographs were shown, but these became unusually dull in the 

presence of the less traditional, and more direct manifestation."so The 

fact that non-professional artists were showing with professional 

artists was hard for some to accept. However, for the organisers of the 

event, 11it was a statement of validation beyond conventional art-taste

professional standards."31 Pauline Clayton commented, in a review of 

the exhibition, "Several leading artists, print makers and 

photographers were· represented. Their work was good and 

27Women's EnvironmentSchedule,unpub.1977, N. pag., personal papers ofA.Eagle 
28 Ibid. 
29 Michael Thomas,• "Art" Concept Challenged,' The Press, 11 June 1977, p.22. 
30 Ibid. 
31 McPherson et al, p.32. 



occasionally outstanding; but in line with the concept that we were 

there to be absorbed into a complete environment, individual limelight 

was not important."32 

An in depth look at the work that Allie, Anna, Jane, Heather and 

Joanna exhibited at the Women's Environment, shows the issues that 

their art raised. What is first apparent is the artistic diversity among the 

women, yet all five based their art on their own personal experiences. 

Much of what these women exhibited was often physically raw, 

although instructive and revealing about womanhood, emphasising 

the idea that personal. experience in art was a vehicle for political 

expression. 

Joanna included an installation which was in memory of her baby 

daughter Imogen who had died of a malformed heart. It was called 

Unpacking the Body (fig. 7 & 8), Eind had arisen out of Joanna's need to 
·,·, 

understand what was wrong with her daughter. She had read the 

works of the French writer Monique Wittig, and been greatly 

influenced by the author and her employment of French Feminism. 

Monique Wittig's use of language and the technique of layering and 

stripping away was an important influence in Unpacking the Body 

both in language used and the art work itself. Joanna later made the 

installation into a book called Unwrapping the Body. 

Joanna had sat in the medical library and read; she said, "I had to 

understand in order to accept. And having accepted I had to 

32 Pauline Clayton, 'The Women's Art Environment,' Changes, Chances, Choices, A 
Report on the Women's Convention (Christchurch, 1977) p.83. 
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understand in order to share."33 Three walls in the Women's 

Environment were covered by this piece, and lists of anatomical words 

with their Greek, Latin, Anglo Saxon or Sanskrit roots and meanings 

were written on paper and placed on these walls. Joanna commented 

that "In systematically uncovering these meanings I found a poetry of 

the body."34; She said nt invented nothing but drew out, if under 

pressure of experience, the poem buried in names/35 Underneath 

each piece of paper was a sole obj~ct in a pink frame which related to 

the above words, for example, a colander, a wooden-handled knife or 

a key. The whole message of the installation culminated in the box of 

intestine-like fibres within which a small model of a human embryo 

was found. Through the. installation, Joanna related the objective 

world of medical scientific data and biological processes to the 

experienced and sensed world.36 This work acted as a bridge 

between the language of medicine and imagination, providing a 

poetic interpretation of the world,of science. 

This work epitomised Joanna's interest in both poetry and visual art, 

effectively integrating the two to create a work with many layers and 

pathways in. The intensely private nature of the work became a quality 

characteristic. in much of Joanna's poetry and visual art. The work 

emphasised many of the important issues of the Women's 

Environment as it commented on the very personal experiences of 

being a woman, a mother, a nurturer, the giving of life and of creativity 

33 McPherson et al, p.39. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie, Tilly Lloyd eds., A Women's Picture Book (Wellington, 
1988) p.85. 
36 Christchurch Women Artists Group Funding Application to the Queen Elizabeth II 
Arts Council, unpub.,1977, N. pag., personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
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in every sense; the exhibition provided a sympathetic context for 

Unpacking the Body. 

Heather contributed an installation piece to the exhibition; she was a 

poet but like many women was multidirectional in her creativity. 

Heather remarked that "Because I see my poetry in terms of looking 

for visual images I identified with the visual artists - it seemed to me 

sometimes they could say so much more succinctly what writers were 

still trying to find."37 Her installation was an 'A' framed hut (fig. 9 & 1 O),· 

constructed using wood left over from building Heather's own house. 

Over one end of the roo.f there was an Indian quilt, while flax covered 

one wall. The 'house' wa$ based on the ancient wicca measurements 

of three by three by three. and this emphasised, for Heather, the 

connectedness of her creativity with the mother goddess.Sa This was a 

theme that was to recur in both her poetry and work that she did for the 

Women's Gallery in Wellington. The reclamation of women's 

spirituality had become very important for these women, growing out 

of the research that women like Heather were conducting into ancient 

women's cultures. Indeed, for many women this exhibition translated 

all their research on women's history and culture, ancient and 

otherwise, into art. 

Heather's 'house' was not just to be looked at; it was a real women's 

space and women obviously felt connected to it, because as Heather 

pointed out in Spiral : "The structure became a meeting place for small 

groups, a play house for children. A virtual convention committee 

37 Evans et al, p.36. 
38 Ibid. 
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meeting was held there. Messages were left on the typewriter."39 For 

Heather the 'house' symbolised "the half built structure of the feminist 

aesthetic."4o She saw herself as the half built house: "as a child carer 

' your outer structure is tied to role necessities, role structure - made out 

of bits of patriarchal leftovers. But the inner structure, the interior [is] 

woman identified."41 On the front of the 'house' she painted the 

words: "From the scraps of the patriarchy I make myself anew - to 

redefine the poem as open as a doorless frame and riches in it."42 

This was· a statement of Heather's position at that time; the 'house' 

displayed her domestic and creative life: she had her son's toys in 

there, her typewriter, her drawings, patch work cushions made by a 

friend, objects such as pi-necones and shells. It was, said Heather, "A 

kind of shorthand of the essentials, things of everyday living. Things 

which were important."43 Because of this, the house was extremely 

effective in transcribing and describing one woman's situation, a 

reality that many women could relate to. Its three dimensional form 

indicated the many different layers of Heather's life and successfully 

integrated the literary and visual sides of her creativity. 

Allie exhibited a large selection of works in differing media, but many 

of the works, along with the visual documentation of them, have 

become misplaced or lost. The most striking piece by Allie that was 

recorded was a natural fibre shelter which resembled a teepee in 

shape (fig. 11.). It was made out of flax sticks and leaves. Unlike her 

paintings, the teepee was unconventional not only in meaning but in 

39 McPherson et al, p.36. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Evans et al, p.36. 
42 McPherson et al, p.36. 
43 Evans et al, p.36. 
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media, and was much more successful for it. For Allie the teepee 

recalled, 

primitive woman - in touch with her body, menstruation, 

creativity, the moon seasons, cycles - a teepee calling on the 

repossession of ourselves ... It was a spiralling contemplating 

womanspace, ancient menstruation hut, medicine wheel, 

healing place in keeping with the simple workings of nature.44 

In some nomadic tribes and ancient civilisations, women used such 

huts to escape to whilst menstruating. Such a place was for peace 

and meditation; it was specifically for women.45 The teepee echoed 

the purpose of the Women's Environment, becoming, like Heather's 

hut, "a place and part of many women there", as the women "sang, 

danced and played around it - as our woman's circle."46 The teepee 

also spoke of the culture and the history of Maori women through the 

use of flax and weaving. Ngahuia Te Awekotuku, a very good friend of 

Allie's, helped with the makipg of the teepee by colle9ting and 
·. \ 

weaving the flax.47 Allie· attempted to integrate the ancient culture of 

both Maori and pakeha, women creating something to symbolise the 

heritage of a large portion of New Zealand women. 

Allie's paintings in the Women's Environment lacked the maturity, 

political rawness and intensity which became her trade mark in later 

exhibitions. The paintings she exhibited in the Women's Environment 

used abstract expressionism, a painting style she enjoyed and 

continues to use today. Yet she was aware that many people found it 

44 McPherson et al, pp.33-34. 
45 M. Esther Harding, Woman's Mysteries Ancient & Modern (New York, 1971) pp.57 
&75. 
46 McPherson et al, p.34. 
47 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 13 May 1992. 
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visually alienating and so she supplied written 'keys' to the works. 

These 'keys' allowed the viewer a mental pathway into the work, an 

explanation from Allie as to the meaning behind the work. Most of the 

paintings dealt with her life as a lesbian, her interest in women's 

biological cycles, matriarchal history and her relationship with the 

natural world; Allie wanted to be honest about her life as a woman. 

This openness was explicit in the titles of works if not in the actual 

abstract paintings; for example, Autumn Here, Spring There (fig. 12), 

was noted in the catalogue as also being called Painting for Frankie; 

and Inside the Mandala, Dykes Across the Ocean. Other paintings in 

the exhibition by Allie were given such titles as Waiting For Menstrual 

Blood; Mother Goddess, .fsis, Woman Receiving Energies; At the Time 

of the Vernal Equinox, We are Sharing Ourselves and Third Mandala 

(fig. 13). These 'women's images', along with the vaginal imagery that 

Anna was exploring at the same time (see later in chapter), the 

window motifs and the spirals a,,re today often labelled as obvious and 

even trite . However, as Juliet Batten has explained,. 

Such image-making needs to be located within Its context: that 

of a political movement aimed at liberating women from both 

external and internal oppression. Some of the images and 

themes relate to powerful taboo-breaking; a necessary part of 

the powertul process of liberation for many women artists .... 

Taboo-breaking, after all, usually only has to be done once. To 

continue to repeat the act is to work with deadness. 48 

This type of 'women's imagery' continued to be important to women at 

different periods, while for some such motifs became outmoded (see 

chapter seven for more discussion of this issue). 

48 Juliet Batten, 'The Edmond Cookbook and the Ivory Tower,' Antic, no. 2, March 
1987, pp.9-10. 
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In the seventies Anna also used 'women's imagery' such as vaginal 

and matriarchal motifs in her work. Unfortunately, the art that Anna 

exhibited in the Women's Environment was not included in the 

catalogue, and it has been hard to establish what she did show and 

thus make any real assessment of it. The works in this catalogue were 

all for sale, and it is likely that her exhibits were not. However, in issue 
'. 

three of Spiral there were photographs of two of Anna's w0-fks 

exhibited in the show. One was an altar piece installation, and the 

other was a painting called From the Bottom of a Pond Fixed Stars 

Govern a Space (fig. 15). The interest in matriarchal and vaginal 

imagery and women's natural cycle was evident in this work. 

However, Anna now feels that such images have become outdated 

and worn, "I was using a lot of obvious symbols I wouldn't touch any 

more - the waxing and waning moon."49 In the painting, along with the 

waxing and waning moon, there was the anthromorphic tree. It had 

the properties of a woman, wjth subtly portrayed breasts and vagina. 

The tree suggested the mother goddess, emphasising again the 

importance, for these women, in recl?iming women's hidden history. 

Anna was exploring this imagery a lot at this time: in a post card (fig. 

16), which she designed for Mooneagle publications in 1977, there 

was the same depiction of the mother goddess or woman/tree. On the 

back of the card was a quotation from the Feminist Book of Light and 

Shadows by Z Budapest, "Queen of the Moons, Queen of the Stars, 

Queen of the Horns, Queen of the Fires." The altar piece installation, 

which was also exhibited at the Women's Environment, reiterated the 
.. 

interest in the mother goddess and burgeoning growth of women's 

spirituality in this country. Indeed ,the Feminist Book of Light and 

49 Anna Keir, taped interview by Lita Barrie, 1984, Women's Art Archive, Museum of 
New Zealand rre Papa Te Tongarewa, Wellington. 
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Shadows became these women's handbook for rituals and women's 

spirituality.so 

A similarity in content could be seen in the five women's work. 

Elements in etchings Jane exhibited at the Women's Environment 

could be seen in the art of both Anna and Joanna. In the piece called 

Garden of My Heart (fig. 17), which Jane exhibited at the Women's 

Environment, the body of the woman was metamorphosing into a 

plant, echoing Anna's tree goddess. The same etching by Jane, as 

with Joanna's installation, came under the influence of Monique Wittig 

and her book The Lesbian Body: not only did the title of picture 

suggest a connection, but the woman's entrails emerged like flowers 

· from her body. Jane has said of her work from this time that it was 

about her own experiences; what she was feeling and thinking. The 

etching My Mouth was a Motorway (fig. 18), also exhibited at the 

exhibition, was done when s~.e was living right next to a petrol station 
. ' 

on a busy one way street. There were constant exhaust and petrol 

fumes which made everything dirty, and so the petrol station became 

a metaphor for her depressed condition at the time.s1 These two 

etchings had an interesting sense of design, which created a 

rhythmical feel throughout the works. They were competent and 

powerful images, yet lacked the political statements that were to come 

in work like Portrait of a Woman Marrying Herself (1978). 

The community of the United Women's Convention enjoyed the 

50 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. (It is interesting to note that 
Allie helped organise the women's spirituality workshop at the 1977 convention.) 
51 Fino, 'Fino talks to Zusters about her Exhibition at Papulum,' Broadsheet, no. 67, 
March 1979, p.23. 
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exhibition and it quickly became a gathering place.52 Some of the 

organisers were prepared for negative reactions from the media, but 

the media reviews were mostly positive.53 However, the separatism 

aroused a lot of hostility, and one reviewer was annoyed that some of 

the work was taken down after the initial women-only period had 

ended.54 It is interesting to note that there was no real review in 

Broadsheet or any other feminist magazine, excepting Spiral. The 

Press was extremely sympathetic towards the Women's Environment, 

and went to great lengths to explain the aims behind the exhibition 

and interestingly concluded that: "In an age of increasing alienation 

between the artist and society, and in a city where artistic values are 

seldom questioned in public, this exhibition has bravely promoted 

artistic ideas which could be important in the future. The seed of a new 

art has been sown - this time by women."55 The review in the 

Christchurch News Advertiser interviewed two unnamed organisers 

who reiterated the reasons behind the show: "It's going to be a place 

where anyone who comes in will be able to identify on some level with 

everything that's here, because its [sic] all feminine."56 In essence this 

review gave the show a public voice, allowing the women to explain 

what they hoped to achieve and why they needed the space. The last 

review was in Changes, Chances, Choices, a report on the United 

Woman's Convention. In this, Pauline Clayton, the reviewer, pointed 

out how good it was to be there, "surrounded by pieces of creativity 

that different women from all over New Zealand had been very happy 

52 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October 1992. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Thomas, p. 22. 
56 Meena David, "When Creativity Means Much More than Art," The News Advertiser, 
14 June 1977, p. 6. · 
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to create .... The validity and genuineness of the different pieces of art 

displayed was what made being there an event to be celebrated ... it 

was the revelation of a culture springing from symbols created from 

our day-to-day lives that began seeping into our bones and beings."57 

The Women's Environment was a significant and exciting exhibition in 

the history of the Women's Art Movement. For many women it spoke 

for change and greater understanding; ·it was vibrant and confidence

giving. For' Allie it was magical and exciting,ss and, as Anna reflected, 

it was the only place where women could come and not feel 

alienated.59 Heather liked it, for it offered women "conditions that 

approximated [to their] ·own experience and [from it they] would 

produce new forms, structures and directions of creativity."60 For 

Joanna it was a demonstration of what women's art was.6i This 

exh.ibition was the beginning of art exhibitions as total feminist 

concepts, an initiative taken up··by the Women's Gallery in Wellington. 

57 Clayton, p.83 
58 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
59 McPherson et al, p. 38. 
60 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October 1992. 
61 Joanna Paul, interview , 4 May 1992. 
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7. & 8. Joanna Paul.Unpacking the Body, 1993 (first shown in 1977) & detail, mixed 
media installation (alterations made to original colour and lay out in the 1993 installation 
in the Alter/Image exhibition), photo: Wellington City Art Gallery, Wellington. 



9. Heather McPherson, 'A' Frame Hut, 1977, mixed media installation, photo: by Janet 

Hart from Spiral no. 3. 
1 O. Heather McPherson, 'A' Frame Hut, 1977, mixed media installation, photo: from 

Changes, Chances & Choices. 



11. Allie Eagle,Teepee installation, 1977, flax installation, photo : by Sandi Hall from 
the C.S.A. News, no . 134, 1987. 



12. Allie Eagle,Autumn Here, Spring There, 1976, oil on canvas, 630x630mm, private 
collection . photo : by Toni Shucker from Spiral no.3. 
13. Allie Eagle, Third Mandala, 1976, oil on board, 630x760, private collection . 



14. Allie Eagle's corner of the Women 's Environment 
paintings in the background with teepee infront, 1977, photo: collection of the artist. 



15. Anna Keir,From the Bottom of the Pond fixed Stars Govern the Space, date, medium, size & location unknown, photo : by Janet Hart from 
Spiral no. 3. 

16. Anna Keir, post card illustration , 1977, 100x150mm, private collection . 



17. Jane Zusters, Garden of My Heart, 1976, hand coloured etching, size & location 
unknown, photo: collection of the artist . 
18.Jane Zusters, My Mouth was a Motorway, 1976, hand coloured etching, size & 
location unknown, photo: collection of the artist . 



CHAPTER FIVE: 

THE LAST YEARS IN CHRISTCHURCH 

At the Women's Studies Conference at the University of Waikato in 

August 1978, Heather presented a paper entitled 'Reclaiming an 

Absent Joy - Women and the Arts'. In it she said: 

As women realise how much of their reality they have been 

coerced into denying, anger has motivated action. Women are 

organising separatist groups and gatherings where new 

exposure and struggles will not be trivialised ... These groups 

give implicit permission to be real and to be strong - and to be 

creative. . . Now we will create a lineage of women artists readily 

available to those who come after us.1 

She referred not only to the Women's Environment of 1977, but also to 

two significant women's exhibitions which were held earlier in 1978. 

These were Three Women Artists and A Seasons Diaries, both of 

which took place at the Canterbury Society of Arts.2 The women in the 

two exhibitions were all friends, and some had work in both shows. 

The participants in Three Women Artists were Anna, Allie and Jane; A 

Seasons Diaries3 exhibition opened the week following, with Anna, 

Allie, Joanna and Heather, along with Gladys Gurney, Bridie Lonie 

and Marian Evans, displaying their diary pieces. Although the two 

shows were independent, the intention was to present them together4, 

1 Heather McPherson, 'Reclaiming an Absent Joy - Women and the Arts,' Research 
Papers '78, Women's Studies (University of Waikato, 1978) pp.55-56. 
2 It was easier to have controversial and non-conventional exhibitions, such as Three 
Women Artists and A Seasons Diaries, at art society galleries like the Canterbury 
Society of Arts, as these galleries could be hired out by members. Public galleries 
exhibited only invited, and usually, established artists, and as a consequence the 
exhibitions were much more traditional. 
3 This exhibition was first shown at Victoria University in Wellington in December 1977. 
4Three Women Artists, unpub., 1978, N. pag., Canterbury Society of Arts archives, 
Christchurch. 
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undoubtedly because of the strong feminist content in both 

exhibitions. Concurrently the two shows made extremely powerful 

viewing. 

A Seasons Diaries was initiated by Joanna, who saw it as a 

continuation of the collective statement visualised at the Women's 

Environment, and believed it was a way of gathering the energy which 

had been generated at that exhibition.5 Joanna had always been a 

diary keeper, and she asked the women to document their lives from 

July to October 1977.6 Marian Evans remembers that, at the 

exhibition, the diaries "were anonymous to emphasise the threads of 

common experience within the collective statement and remove some 

of the distinctions between and expectations of artists and non

artists"7 Joanna said that: "The diary piece came at a time vv1hen I was 

breaking new ground in my own life and feeling strongly 

interconnected with friends."B Many women kept diaries and journals; 

and because diary keeping was traditionally seen as a female 

occupation, it became an important theme in the Women's Art 

Movement. A Seasons Diaries was the first such exhibition in New 

Zealand and, whether Joanna intended it or not, it became a feminist 

statement.9 The diary was a powerful way of making a private 

expression both public and political art. As an art form, it became a 

vehicle to illustrate the honest, often grimy, realities of women's lives. 

Joanna asked the women to find a form to fit the changes of each day, 

5 Joanna Paul, interview by the author, 4 May 1992. 

6 Bridie Lonie, 'Diaries,' Art New Zealand, no.18, Summer 1981, p.14. 
7 Visual Diaries, Flying Kiwis Arts '86 (Wellington, 1986) p.2. 

8 Anna Keir, 'A Season's Diaries,' Broadsheet, no.57, March 1978, p.35. 
9 Joanna Paul, interview by the author, 4 May 1992. 
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and she suggested several approaches to them10: three women took 

a surface, like a canvas, and divided the area into regular intervals 

numbered like a calendar. The whole was to represent one month and 

the named and numbered squares were to be filled each day with 

words, marks or images that corresponded with the woman's life, 

whether emotionally or physically. Each square was to contain at least 

one element that was continuous with the previous day and at least 

one thing that was new.11 The next proposal was that two women take 

a canvas each and divide the area, horizontally or vertically, into 

seven days to represent a week. One woman used a circle, and this 

represented a season; the circle was divided into three regular 

concentric rings each representing a month. Another woman made a 

poem-cum-diary in which each day's entry contained something 

continuous with and something different from, the day before. The last 

woman made a montage and divided it into twelve to represent the 

hours of one day.12 Then Joanna asked each woman to choose, and 

map in their own way, a second time period. Even though Joanna 

outlined the framework of each diary piece, the women gave their 

feelings their own form, and the structure did not limit creativity.1s The 

whole was to be seen as susceptible to time and change even whilst it 

was exhibited14, and the structured nature of the works, and the 

exhibition itself, created a sense of rhythm.1s 

10 'Diary of a Season, A Proposal for a Women's Exhibition,'Landfa/1125, no.1, vol. 
32, March 1978, p.63 (unattrib.) 
11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Keir, p.35. 

14 'Diary of a Season, A Proposal for a Women's Exhibition,' p.63. 
15 Keir, p.35. 
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Unfortunately, the nonexistence of visual documentation from A 

Seasons Diaries has prohibited the usual analysis of the work and 

exhibition. However, although the diaries were anonymous and have 

since disappeared, Heather did write about both Anna's and Joanna's 

in a Broadsheet review. Describing the one by Anna she said: "Then 

there are her diary drawings, where windows and doors hold a focus 

of events. The backgrounds are two pieces of pale tied-dyed cotton 

suggesting foliage and sky. Through the 'entries' is a feeling of strong 

emotions rigidly contained - stylised orderly drawings to pronounce 

the solid clarity of things outside an interior complex."16 Joanna's 

diary was "a formal July calendar grid on a white cloth ground, the 

more complex ten days in August, 'coloured rooms' on a green 

ground. These are slightly more distanced series of frames, looking 

outwards at weather and landscape as inner corollaries; the fuii moon, 

not quite bursting through, not quite bulging behind rich clouds, a 

power pole on a beach frontage."17 

These diaries, Anna explained, forced the women involved to 

organise the material so that it was accessible to other women, a 

process which enabled "us to make connections between our private 

realities."18 The diaries were not necessarily easy viewing: much that 

was recorded was sad and painful, and the work required patience 

and effort as there was much to look at and read.19 Judging from the 

entries in the comments book for the show, most women who saw the 

exhibition were moved by it: they saw the sadness, the beauty, the 

16 Heather McPherson,'Feminist Eye,' Broadsheet, no.61, July 1978, p.36. 
17 Jbid. 
18 Keir, p.35. 
19 Jbid. 
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honesty and the vulnerability of the personal extracts.20 For one 

woman who attended the exhibition, it was like opening a window to 

each day the women had lived through for that time.21 Broadsheet 

had started, by this stage, to include art reviews which were good, in

depth, critical discussions; Anna and Heather wrote a review on A 

Seasons Diaries for the magazine. Unfortunately, there was no review 

of the exhibition in the 1978 issue of Spiral, possibly because the 

issue came out before the show opened; the next issue of Spiral did 

not appear until 1982. There were no reviews of the exhibition, bad or 

otherwise, in the general papers either, e~cept for a very brief mention 

in the Christchurch Star. Such omission by the papers reinforced their 

habitually dismissive and misogynistic attitudes: A Seasons Diaries 

was the forerunner and the inspiration behind other diary theme 

exhibitions, especially- those held at the Women's Gallery in 

Wellington.22 It was as a result of A Seasons Diaries, and the 

friendships it encouraged, that the Women's Gallery was formed in 

1979, opening in 1980.23 

In the Three Women Artists exhibition, as with A Seasons Diaries, 

there was a strong feminist message: Allie, Jane and Anna all dealt 

with images that challenged the patriarchal norm, as the Christchurch 

Star reviewer noticed: 

it was an exhibition without the usual intellectual or artistic 

pretensions, rather a collective document on the violence of 

rape, a woman's right to abortion, and the quintessence of 

20 A Seasons Diaries'Comments Book, unpub.,1977-78, N. pag., acc.84-72, box 10, 
Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
21 Ibid. 
22 These included Diaries (1980) & Workbooks/Diaries (1984). 
23 Joanna Paul, interview by the author, 4 May 1992. 
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being a female, in particular a female artist ... The inequality 

these three artists feel is the failure of art history - seen as 

male-dominated - and society to recognise the existence and. 

specific identity of women's art.24 

The obvious political nature of the exhibits was radical, even more so 

because political art in New Zealand, apart from feminist work, was 
' . 

nearly non-existent. Allie's work,. notably her installation piec.es, 

epitomised this: her three installation pieces dealt with the brutal 

violence men inflict on women both physically and emotionally. The 

Christchurch public had a hard time understanding what Allie was 

saying 11et alone coming to terms with it.25 In fact rmember of the 

public sent Allie a very offensive letter regarding her works in this 

show.2s 

qne work, entitled Rape Trial Piece (fig. 19 & 20),-consisted .of a 

mattress on which there was an outline of a woman, within which .the 

mattress was slashed in several places. On the mattress was a pair of 

handcuffs, and above it was a glass table with an aluminium tube 

running through it. Over the tube had been plastered black plasticine 

and sump oil; through this tube came a mixture of eggs, spaghetti and 

jelly which penetrated the mattress underneath where the genital area 

of the woman would be.27 Next to the work was a notice which read: 

"Empathy for rape trial victim: for judges·, men and boys. For clear 

viewing /lie on mattress /look up /WARNING! /DANGERl"28 This 

24 Bruce Robinson, 'On Being a Woman,'Christchurch Star 26 April 1978, p.11. 
25 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
26 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 8 October 1992. 
27 Juliet Batten, 'Emerging from Underground: The Women's Art Movement in New 
Zealand,' Spiral, no.5, 1982, p.26. 
28 Ibid. 
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installation was directed specifically to men, reminding them of the 

ramifications of rape and its effect on women.29 This work was meant 

to be disturbing and it was. Powerfully conveying the sexual 

subjugation of women, its rawness both visually and in the choice of 

subject matter indicated a new direction in art. Another work consisted 

of large sawn-eff branches bandaged and leant against a gallery wall; 

this was called Live Limbs that Buttress the Patriarchy. These 'live 

limbs' were bleeding sap and physically buttressing the gallery walls. 

They represented women abused and oppressed, without. whose 

support, both mental and physical, society would break down. It was a 

chilling reminder of the value of women in the community. The 

simplicity of the work heightened the frightening message. 

Allie's best known works frbm this exhibition were the two paintings 

This Woman Died, I Care and This Woman Died Who Cares? (fig. 

21)These works were hung together with a stethoscope between them 

and a notice which read: "Empathy exercise/ To view/ these paintings 

I of a woman's I death / place stethoscope / over your I own heart / 

_and listen to/ your heartbeat." Abortion was a highly topical subject at 

the time. The year before, in 1977, the Royal Commission on 

Contraception, Sterilisation and Abortion had presented its report. It 

had advocated restricting further access to abortions. Auckland 

feminists Sandra Coney and Julie Thompson prepared a poster and 

dispatched it to feminist groups around the country.so The two 

paintings were based on this poster. The Act was passed in 

November of 1977 and throughout 1978 there was major pro-abortion 

29 Allie Eagle, taped interview by unnamed student, 1991, personal collection of Allie 
Eagle. 
30Christine Dann, Up from Under (Wellington, 1985) pp.59-60. 
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activity culminating in a petition for the repeal of the bill.31 

The paintings showed Allie to be an accomplished and articulate 

watercolourist, having matured stylistically since the previous show in 

1977. Her style displayed the influence of expressionism, which 

harked back to her painting lecturer Rudi Gopas at 11am. He showed 

her the work of Paula Modersohn-Becker and Kathe Kollwitz. Allie 

said that she believed he showed her these women quite consciously 

as female artistic models from the European Expressionist 

background from which he taught.32 As with the work of Kathe 

Kollwitz, Allie showed the pain and anguish of the subject through the 

handling of the paint, and, like her, Allie used art as a vehicle to 

protest against society's ills. Allie saw it as a necessity to confront and 
\· 

challenge, believing thatthis was what her life and art were about.33 

During the seventies, Anna's work usually consisted of drawings, 

prints, water colours and collages, but as she later explained: "every 

now and again I need to record, examine and synthesise my own 

experience, to find what is particular to me and universal to all 

women."34 She was referring to the three-dimensional series of bowls 

she exhibited at the Three Women Artists show (fig. 22). With the bowls 

she also exhibited drawings of them, from which the three-• 

dimensional versions had grown. Anna said that "after a long period 

painting and drawing, I began making bowls. They developed from a 

series of drawings I made of a grey bowl cracking, breaking and 

31 Dann, p. 59-60. 
32 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie, Tilly Lloyd,eds., A Women's Picture Book 
(Wellington, 1988) p.84. 
33 McPherson, p.37. 
34 Ken Adams, A Survey of Contemporary Sculpture vol. 2 (Auckland, 1985) N. pag. 
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reforming into a coloured flaming bowl. This was a somewhat hopeful 

reference to my state of mind."35 These bowls were made from fine 

boxed toilet paper, on florist's wire frame. Clear sealer was applied 

over the top and then acrylic was painted on. Each bowl was made so 

that it could be cupped in the hand.36 In the catalogue of the 

exhibition Anna explained that the bowls were a part of an 

Elizabethan Symbol game where the bowl equalled love.37 She said: 

"I use the bowl sometimes as a personal symbol - void hole, 

receptacle, centre - sometimes as a good shape to play around 

with."38 Heather wrote that "Anna's bowls are a powerful and original 

concept in the new language of women's art."39 Anna explained that 

when the bowls started to move away from the drawings and became 

three-dimensional, "I was coping with a long term sickness closely 

linked to what was going· on in my head. I needed to make something 

tangible and the physical making of the bowls became a healing 

process. The bowl came to stand for self - body/mind/spirit ... "4o Each 

bowl was called something that was body orientated, for example 

Heart Bowl, Breast Bowl, Pink Bowl. 

The bowls, Heather explained, changed "from delicate pink to delicate 

blue to barely tinged pale parchment. Inside, the changes are more 

dramatic: blood red, dark blue, dark as the secret interior of breast, 

brain, heart. The texture is veined and celled, its webbing suggests 

35 Adams, N. pag. 
36 tbid. 
37 (bid. 
38Three Women Artists, N. pag. 
39 McPherson, p.36. 
40 Adams, N. pag. 
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delicate cut flesh."41 They were deceptively fragile, indicating the 

susceptibility yet hidden strength of women; for Heather the "ribs, 

bumps and textures of the made bowl hold the feeling of pain and 

knowledge of women's vulnerable anatomy."42 Again, limited 

documentation of Anna's work in the Three Women Artists has meant 

that a balanced analysis of her work has been hard to produce here. 

However, her bowls did illustrate a keen interest and awareness in 

colour, and the obvious links with the female body were interesting 

and evocative, if not always successful. 

Jane exhibited photographs and drawings in. Three Women Artists. By 

the late seventies she was regarded as a photographer.43 Although 

not as personally active in the Women's Art Movement as Heather and 

Ailie, she had begun to produce overtly feminist images in her art. 

One such work was Portrait of a Woman Marrying Herself (fig. 23), 

which she exhibited at the Three Women Artists show. The image 

was taken with a Diana camera and consisted of four black and white 

images. In each shot Jane was dressed in a wedding gown going 

through the process of 'marrying herself'. Jane commented that: "The 

metaphor of marrying oneself implied a woman taking responsibility 

for her own life and being prepared to care for herself."44 A clever and 

witty imag_e, this work has become an icon of the Women's Art 

Movement in the seventies. A Portrait of a Woman Marrying Herself 

marks the beginning of a period where Jane started to include 

women's issues and women's thernes in her work. Most of her 

41 McPherson, p.36. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Jane Zusters, taped interview by Anne Kirker, 16 February 1988, MS54/1988/2, 
Women's Art Archives, Museum of New Zealand/Te Papa Tongerewa, Wellington. 
44 Evans, p.163. 
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photographs in. this exhibition depicted important women in her life 

such as My Mother (fig. 24}, and Untitled (Ngahuia and Marge) (fig. 25}. 

The exhibition ended in true feminist form with a lively concert. There 

were singers, poets (Heather was one), and a film maker. This concert 

was a fitting end to an .enlightening and enriching exhibition. As the 

reviewer of the Christchurch Star said: 'With this exhibition I am made 

abruptly aware that art can be the means of making political and 

social comment."45 For Heather, the exhibition was "notable for 

originality, depth of caring, and sharing of vital life-enhancing 

experiences. "46 

By the end of 1978 there was, what now seems to have been an 
..... 

exodus by three of the four women to the North Island. Joanna had 

already left for Dunedin at the beginning of 1977, continuing to be 

closely involved with the women's art scene in Christchurch. Jane felt 

she was getting nowhere in conservative Christchurch and went to 

Auckland, a city where close friends like Allie and Rhondda Bosworth 

had recently moved.47 Allie in fact moved to Te Henga just outside 

Auckland, and bought land, deciding to move out of Christchurch for 

personal reasons.48 Anna left Christchurch and went to Auckland, 

staying there four months and then going on to Europe.49 Heather 

remained in Christct:turch with her young son. 

45 Robinson, p.37. 
46 McPherson, p.37. 
47 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
48 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 14 May 1992. 
49 Anna Keir, taped interview by Lita Barrie, 1984, MS/1988/1, Women's Art Archive, 
Museum of New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington. 
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There were still other women in Christchurch who needed the feminist 

art projects that these five women had initiated, to continue. A 

women's art festival was planned and took place on the first weekend 

in February 1979, another being held the following year. The festivals 

were a phenomenon of the seventies, and were a direct result of the 

feminist art activity that had occurred in Christchurch: they followed on 

from the Women's Environment, Three Women Artists, A Seasons 

Diaries, Spiral and the Christchurch Women's Artists Group. As with 

the previous events, the Women's Art Festivals provided a woman's

only creative space.so Like the United Women's Conventions, the 

Women's Art Festivals held workshops which included sessions on 

music and dance, and on issues' such as anger and abortion. Both 

festivals were strong statements about women and their art,s 1 

However, by the time of the second festival much of the energy had 

dispersed. Women had continued to leave Christchurch and head to 

the North Island in search of jobs and greater freedom. Many women 
.• 1., 

had become disillusioned with the strong anti-women reaction caused 

by banning media coverage and viewing by men.s2 Much of the 

feminist art activity that had taken place in Christchurch had been built 

on the friendship of Joanna, Heather, Allie, Jane and Anna. Despite 

the move from Christchurch, the network remained in place, becoming 

a coherent and tangible movement O the Women's Art Movement, 

which was cemented with the creation of the the Women's Gallery in 

Wellington at the end of 1979. 

50 Evans, p.288. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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19. Allie Eagle, Rape Trial Piece, 1978, mixed media installation, photo: collection of 
the Fine Arts Library, Auckland University. 
20 . Allie Eagle, Rape Trial Piece, 1978, detail, mixed media installation, photo : 
collection of the Fine Arts Library, Auckland University. 



21. Allie Eagle, This Woman Died, I Care, 1978, (left) This Woman Died, Who Cares? 
1978, (right) watercolour on paper, 630x500mm, private collections , photo: collection of the artist. 



22. Anna Keir, Three paper mache bowls, 1978, 
cup size, private collections, photo: from New Zealand Sculpture, vol 2. 



23. Jane Zusters, Portrait of a Woman Marrying Herself, 1977, black & white 
photograph, 220x220mm, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. 
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24. Jane Zusters, My Mother, 1978, black & white photo, hand-coloured, size and 
location unknown, photo : collection of the artist. 
25. Jane Zusters, Untitled,[Ngahuia & Marge], 1978, black & white photograph, hand 
coloured, size & location unknown, photo: collection of the artist. 



CHAPTER SIX: 

THE WOMEN'S GALLERY IN WELLINGTON 
' 

In the 1979 edition, Spiral published a poem by Heather called 'Have 

you heard of Arternisia?', In it she presented the names of many 

women in ancient history who had been forgotten and hidden by male 

accounts of the past. In the seventh stanza Heather said, "I did not 

learn them at school, these queens/ and scholars ... but scan names 

such as Mary,/ Elizabeth, Shulamith for their story ... "1 The poem 

emphasised the extent to which women's achievements tended to be 

lost, whilst male accomplishments were recorded and celebrated. 

Similarly, the names of contemporary women artists in Aotearoa were 

not 'learnt at school', nor \Vere they becoming part of New Zealand art 

history, but established only through feminist inspired exhibitions and 

festivals. With the opening of the Women's Gallery in Wellington in 

1980, a permanent feminist art base was created.2 Unlike the earlier 

feminist projects, this venue provided a constant environment in which 

women's creativity and artistic heritage was both fostered and made 

accessible to the general public. 

The Women's Gallery was a product of Christchurch's feminist art 

activity. Many of the original Christchurch organisers and exhibitors 

were central to the existence and running of the Gallery: Anna was 

involved from the very start, coming back from Amsterdam to help 

prepare the Gallery in December 1979. She was a key administrator, 

along with Marian Evans and a little later Bridie Lonie. Heather also 

1 Heather McPherson, 'Have You Heard of Artemisia?'Spira/, no.4, 1979, p.18. 
2 The Gallery operated from the beginning of 1980 to early 1984. 
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acted as an administrator at the Gallery for a while, organising and 

exhibiting in shows. Anna, Allie, Heather and Joanna were 

acknowledged as Founding Incorporated Members of the Women's 

Gallerya who, along with Jane, participated in exhibiting and 

supporting this new environment. It was through the exhibition A 

Seasons Diaries that Anna, Bridie Lonie and Marian Evans first met, 

and the friendships established at this exhibition led to the inception of 

the Women's Gallery. 

The Gallery was initially at 26 Harris Street in Wellington, later moving 

to Upper Willis Street at the end of 1981. The Women's Gallery just 

managed to suNive on intermittent funding, mainly from the Queen 

Elizabeth II Arts Council and Department of Labour schemes. The 

funding paid for the Gallery administrators and workers. In the case of 

the first exhibition, the Department of Labour provided the money for 

five workers to clear and tidy the -~pace, and organise the Opening 

Show.4 In a booklet on the Gallery which Marian prepared at the 

beginning of 1984, she said, "That The Women's Gallery was 

established in Wellington was chance. Women in Auckland (including 

Anna) had spent months in 1978 looking for an appropriate space for 

something similar; some Christchurch women had seriously 

considered opening a gallery."s The Women's Gallery, "had grown 

from Women's Art Movement ideas that art, artists and audience were 

not separate from each other, that art derived from our daily lives, 

3 Women's Gallery Diary for 1980, unpub., N. pag., acc. 84-72, box 10, Women's 
Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
4 Marian Evans, Women's Gallery, unpub., 1984, p.1, personal papers of Allie Eagle. 
5 Ibid. The Christchurch Women Artists Group had thought about setting up a 
women's gallery at the Bosshard.Gallery in Akaroa as early as 1975. 
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beliefs and community, and as women artists we could reflect this."6 

The organisers' intention was that the Gallery would become a 

national gallery for women, and they defined three main aims: it was 

to be educational, supportive and exploratory. 7 Their primary goal 

was to have a feminist gallery promoting women artists. As with the 

Christchurch projects, the Women's Gallery was influenced by the 

Women's Art Movement from overseas, especially that of the United 

States of America. Much of what was undertaken at the Gallery was 

probably influenced by the Women's Building (1973) in Los Angeles; 

such as the archive, and library as well as the galleries, which were all 

housed in the Women's Building. Like the Women's Building and the 

Women's Environment (1977), the Women's Gallery was to provide an 

alternative to existing exhibiting structures. The intention was to make 

creative skills accessible to a wide range of women through 

workshops and classes held in the evening and during the holidays. 

The exhibitions and performances\were built around themes relevant 

to women's lives, rather than solo exhibitions, and some were 

mounted and toured to other centres both in New Zealand and 

overseas. They wanted to develop resources for and about women 

artists through exhibitions, by establishing archives on women artists 

and creating a library of books and journals. They hoped to 

encourage the reevaluation of traditional women's forms such as 

patchworks and diaries, seeing the need to promote discussion and 

redefinition of women's art.a The Wellington Gallery to a great extent 

achieved all these objectives. 

6 Heather McPherson, interview , Anthology, Concert Programme, 1 July 1993. 
7 Women's Gallery, unpub., 1980, p.1, acc. 84-72-1 :1/1/1, Women's Gallery 
Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
B Ibid. 
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Another important aspect of the Gallery was that it was primarily for 

women, and men were not permitted to come to certain exhibitions 

and activities. In the catalogue for the Opening Show, the women 

explained the reasons behind this: 

we need to withdraw and gain confirmation from each other 

before we are ready to announce our insights to the "outside" 

world ... Hence at certain key moments men may be excluded 

from some event, not out of spite (as some would have it), but 

because we need to draw on the special advantages of being 

exclusively among women. This separatism is not an end in 

itself, it is simply part of a process. The process is one of self

discovery, of building our own traditions by going back to the ... 

roots of our experience.9 

The adoption of this position followed on from the success of other 

women-only ventures like the Women's Environment in Christchurch. 

It was this separatism, combined V'!ith the fact that the Gallery showed 

only art by women, which was what the media negatively focused on. 

The Opening Show aimed to bring together women from around the 

country who had been working seriously, for some time, as artists. 

They all had some sort of feminist analysis relating to their own work, 

and to the arts system as a whole. The exhibitors were Heather, Allie, 

Joanna, Carole Stewart, Bridie Lonie, Helen Rockel, Claudia Pond 

Eyley, Tiffany Thornley, Keri Hulme and Juliet Batten. Jane was to 

have exhibited1 o but had recently moved to Auckland and could not 

afford to come to Wellington.11 Marian and Anna initially chose 

9 Opening Show, unpub., 1980, p.1, acc. 84-72-1 :1/1/1, Women's Gallery Collection, 
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
1 o Anne Keir & Marian McKay [Evans], 'Women's Gallery Planned for 
Wellington,'Broadsheet, no. 76, January/February 1980, p.44. 
i 1 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
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women they knew personally and who had some experience of 

women's art.12 In A Women's Picture Book, Marian explained the 

incredible diversity and underlying problems behind the show: 

Some of [the women] invited were or had been lesbian 

separatists and found it quite difficull to work in a public space; 

most women were feminists moving towards or away from 

individual solutions. The variety of vie,wpoints were important 

as was the variety of media: sculpture, video, film, 

watercolours,oils, prints, poetry. 13 

The exhibitors spent the week before the opening setting up their work 

together and discussing the potential role of the Gallery. Heather 

described one of those nights, "The gallery is quiet in the evenin1g ... 

two of us come down. It feels a good environment ... the space is 

shaping up. Some of the scatter, inevitable with working together is 
' 

drawn in.n14 The whole process was photographed by Fiona Clark 

and videoed by Nancy Peterson and Carole Stewart.1 s It was a 

collective art-making environment. An important concern of the Gallery 

was the promotion of the whole arts spectrum, not just the fine arts. 

Previously adopted by feminists in both America and Britain, this 

fostering of artistic diversity enabled the deconstruction of traditional 

art hierarchies. As part of the opening exhibition there were story 

telling, and poetry readings by Heather, Keri Hulme, Patricia Grace, 

Lauris Edmond, Rachel McAlpine, Bridie and Jean Lonie to name a 

12 Keir & McKay, p.44. 
13 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie, Tilly Lloyd, eds., A Women's Picture Book 
(Wellington, 1988) p248. 
14 Heather McPherson, Process book: Making A Goddess, Demistifying a Goddess, 
unpub., 1980, p.6, acc. 84-72, box 7, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull 
Library; Wellington. 
'15 Evans et al, p.249 
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few.16 There were viewings of both women's films and slides of 

women's art, and even a women's concert at the Circa Theatre.17 

It is pertinent to consider how the women involved in the Gallery felt 

about professionalism, a word often bandied around when discussing 

art that does not fit in to the general $Cherne of things. Marian and 

Anna explained some of their feelings in a Broadsheet article: "As the 

project is relying heavily on the Arts Council money we have to have a 

professional approach in order to establish our credibility and retain 

funding. At the same time, we want to encourage a broad base of 

women's creativity, rather than reinforcing the idea that art is the 

rarefied product of a privileged minority."18 In the OpeniRg Show 

catalogue, they wrote: "Presentation is appropriate to the thing 

presented. In these terms mount and frame, measurements and 

credentials have sometimes been discarded - whereas the work is 

often sensitive to other aspects of,the environment - and that does not 

in turn attempt a pristine neutral space: it is simply the given and the 

work recognises it."19 In many respects 'professionalism' depended 

on what was required: it was needed for funding, but more important 

was not alienating any woman from being creative. However, in cases 

like the Opening Show and Mothers, which toured, professionalism 

was considered necessary: the Gallery had to portray a credible and 

serious face to the public, which was as much for the artists involved 

with the shows, as for the Gallery. 

16 Anne Else, 'Women's Gallery Opens in Wellington,' Broadsheet, no. 77, March 
1980, p.33. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Keir & McKay, p.44. 
19 Opening Show , p.2. 
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The Opening Show was the first of many theme shows. The 

participants were asked to contribute something on the theme of the 

body.20 There was a great range of approaches. Anna, as one of the 

main administrators of the Gallery, organised much of the show whilst 

Alli~, Heather and Joanna exhibited works. Joanna's piece was called 

Poem, and was about the diurnal rhythms of her baby's body.21 She 

had cut herself off from the rest of exhibitors and hung her works, 

which consisted of delicately coloured pieces of card, in the very back 

room.22 The work was intended to create an atmosphere, rather than 

give any kind of message. 

Heather exhibited an installation entitled The. Triple Goddess as 

Figurehead tor a Creative Environment ... demistifying the Goddess 

(fig. 26, 27 & 28). For Heather it was the opportunity for her as a writer to 

work in a visual medium again, which she found very stimulating.23 

The goddess installation was acco·mpanied with a tape of poetry and 

music, and a process book. Anne Else, in a review in Broadsheet, 

said that Heather's goddess was: "Mystifying at first, it comes alive as I 

read the •process book' describing its making and listen to the taped 

poem. Then the faceless/many faced figure, in its odd assortment of 

draperies, with doll-child below, takes on something of the 

significance of its foremothers ... "24 The installation emphasised the 

importance of the re-emergence of the goddess religion, and 

reclamation of women's religious and spiritual history, brought about 

by the Women's Movement. Heather said: "We were working on the 

20Evans et al, p.248. 
21 Ibid., p.249. 
22 Joanna Paul, inteiview by the author, 4 May 1992. 
23 Evans et al, p.40. 
24 Else, p.32. 
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thesis that religion derived from societal conditions, that current deities 

were man-made and it was time for women to make our own - both 

researching lost goddesses and incorporating our own projections 

into them."25 With this installation, it was as if Heather was 'blessing' a 

new beginning for women's art, epitomised by the permanence of the 

Women's Gallery. This goddess was, as its title suggested, a 

figurehead for a creative environment. 

The mother goddess was very important to Heather both spiritually 

and artistically, featuring significantly in Heather's poetry. Heather 

wrote poetry about The Triple Goddess installation at least three 

times, and wrote a poem on .t~e goddess which was included in the 

installation. Two of the poems were in her first book of poetry, aptly 

called A figurehead: a face: these were called 'Chant from the 

Goddess stand' and '(Having seen past the gods, their power, we 

make a goddess, ours)'. The former poem appeared to be based on 
. ' 

the poems or chants which Heath~r used on the installation tape.26 

The third poem was in The Third Myth, entitled 'A Figurehead, a 

Face', recalling the title of the goddess installation. 

The goddess went through a process of change. In the process book 

Heather recorded that "The original model began to seem too 

grotesque. She was a caricature - what women are seen as - rather 

than what they are, or can become or aspire to. On second thoughts I 

wanted a more complex image - to encompass the satirical but go 

past it."27 In the end the goddess became an image of contemplation 

25 Heather McPherson, interview, Anthology, Concert Programme, 1 July 1993. 
26 McPherson, p.12. 
27 Ibid., p.4. 
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and commentary. She had a dressmaker's dummy for a body, a 

polystyrene head, a dart board for her halo. The dart board had 

astrological symbols painted on it, and as well as representing a halo, 

it symbolised the goddess as a target for negative images.20 Heather 

found her a blue and gold gown, the Virgin's colours. At her feet was a 

child's· doll, and in front of her was an altar with fruit (for she was a 

harvest goddess), candles and a piece of paper with "When God was 

a Woman" written on it.29 Heather made featureless masks on which 

visitors to the Gallery could draw their own faces. On the opening day 

Heather recorded in her process book, "I crtk the first visitors to make 

their own goddess face -... women move about, bustle about, the 

children finger the fruit - ·a small girl rearranges the pink things in 

Juliet's prisons. The first part of the process is completed."3o 

Allie showed many paintings. She also made a floor installation about 

women in psychiatric hospitals-:-a1 This work came from Allie's own 

personal experience, both herself and her mother having suffered 

mental breakdowns and admissions to hospital.32 This particular 

theme Allie explored again in her 1984 Asylum series. Of her 

paintings the Broadsheet reviewer Anne Else said, "The large room 

beyond is lined with Allie Eagle's watercolours. Massed together, the 

beauty of their glowing colours is clear, but the swirling formlessness 

of most I find too enigmatic - I preferred easier, earlier work, but I'd like 

to spend a long time with some of these." Allie had now stopped 

providing guidelines to her abstract work, although in her catalogue 

28 McPherson., p.1. 
29 Ibid., p.7. 
30 Ibid., p.11. 
31 Evans et al, p. 249. 
32 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
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statement she gave indications of where they had come from:"Since 

last September I've been painting colour/movement essences of 

experiences I live and feelings I receive."33 

Allie was at the point of leaving her lesbian feminist life behind and 

becoming a Fundamentalist Christian. This process of upheaval was 

part of the reason for the abstract works minus the usual instructive 

guide lines. Allie said: "At the Women's Gallery I was just at the turning 

point of changing. And those works were all abstract mostly and there 

was that self-portrait ... which was quite a troubled selfportrait. It was 

more in the marks and forms and the things that were happening."34 

With the two watercolour paintings Take Your Independence and 

Match the Intensity of my Soul (fig. 29), the same powerfui colours and 

brushstrokes as were seen in This Woman Died, I Care and This 

Woman Died, Who Cares? were evident. As with her previous work 

there was the same superb contro1_'·of watercolour. The subtlety of the 

medium emphasised the intensity of the colour and almost distracted 

emotion of the works. The painting Here they Come/ls Intensity 

Matched? (fig. 30) displayed similar emotional feelings and depth of 

colour. This work Allie painted to herald the return of a very close 

friend from a long trip overseas. However, what these works did lack 

was the political protest evident in her art from the 1978 Three Women 

Artists exhibition. Her work in the Opening Show dealt with a more 

private world, and she no longer felt able to discuss as intensely, the 

violent subjugation of women. After 1980, Allie withdrew completely 

from feminist activities and became absorbed with Christian 

Fundamentalism, although continuing to · show in some of the 

33 Opening Show, p. 7. 
34 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 8 October 1992. 
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Women's Gallery exhibitions. Allie obviously still needed the positive 

environment and encouragement from an all-women's group even 

though she had taken herself out of that arena. 

The Women's Gallery proved to be highly controversial with the 

newspapers, and it is appropriate here to look at its opening in more 

detail. Most of the press articles, unless they were merely reporting 

that the Gallery had opened, were derisive in their comments. The 

most famous, or infamous, was an article by Neil Rowe for the Evening 

Post. Rowe did not believe that women were being discriminated 

~gainst in the arts, stating, ·"There is no such thing as "women's art" or 

for that matter, "men's art"· - there is just art which remains, in my 

definition, the ultimate expression of the individual regardless of sex 

or political persuasion."35 Continuing derogatorily, he said that much 

of the opening exhibition "is the same old cliched rhetoric and banal 

symbolism of the bra-burners, the\ women's libbers and the abortion 

lobby."36 His most remembered comment was not only insulting but 

malicious in intent, "While any new gallery is a welcome addition on 

the Wellington scene, one that is so dogmatically based on an 

ideology that is determined to show art that seNes its own polemical 

ends has less to do with art than it has with politics and a form of 

therapy for disgruntled ladies. "37 

Even before ·the Galle(y had opened, the Evening Post was 

questioning whether the Gallery had contravened the Human Rights 

35 Neil Rowe, 'Women don't have a Point Needing Proven,'Evening Post, 2 February 
1980, Wellington, p.11. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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Act by exhibiting only women's art.38 The Human Rights 

Commissioner at the time, Pat Downey, said that the commission had 

received no complaints nor formed any opinion about this issue.39 

The Arts Council, which funded the opening exhibition, was quick to 

point out that the Council could not fund the actual Gallery because of 

the Human Rights Act.4o It was left up to the Dominion to present the 
' 

Gallery's view: "We really think it is a positive affirmation of doing 

things for women rather than any discrimination against men." Marian 

was quoted as saying: "Other galleries had group male exhibitions 

and the arts council probably made more grants to men than 

women."41. 

More significant were the statements made in the comments book of 

the opening show. A few people were concerned with the 

unconventional nature of the art and the Gallery. However, the 

majority wrote down very positl\ie statements, and many liked the 

freedom to touch and explore the works. Others felt it affected them 

emotionally, and some just "loved the place."42 Whatever the media 

said did not stop the amount of positive interest the Gallery raised: in 

the first ten days of the Gallery opening two thousand people had 

visited it43, providing clear proof that such a Gallery was needed. 

38 'Women's Art gets Special Exposure,'E'vening Post, 21 January 1980, p.7 
(unattrib.) 
39 Jbid. 
40 'Sexist Gallery Defends Policy,' The Dominion, 8 January 1980, p.1 (unattrib.) 
41 Ibid. 
42 Opening Show Comments Book, unpub., 21 January- 29 February 1980, N. pag., 
acc. 84-72, box 10, Women's Gallery Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, 
Wellington. 
43 'Exposure at Last at the Girls' Own Gallery,' New Zealand Women's Weekly i o 
March 1980, p.34 (unattrib.) 
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The continuous schedule of exhibitions at the Gallery, over the next 

three years, articulated the importance of group exhibitions over solo 

shows, which allowed more women to participate. Group shows 

enabled themes to be explored, and important issues to be discussed 

in a variety of ways. Marian Evans remarked that the exhibitions 

"confirmed the value of group exhibitions, in raising questions, 

examining issues of importance to women and in stimulating 

response and experimentation both from contributors ... and from 

visitors from the gallery."44 Exhibition themes included Women ·and 

Violence, Diaries, Spirituality, Sexxuality [sic], Self Image, Women 

and the Environment, and Mothers. Allie, Joanna and Jane· exhibited 

in between six to eight shows. Anna helped co-ordinate at least ten 

exhibitions as well as exhibiting in three whilst working at the Gallery 

ful-1-·time for at least eighteen months.4s She designed the Women's 

Gallery logo and illustrated and designed posters. Heather was also 

an administrator at the gallery-.'-for a time and coordinated an art 

archive show and the Women and Violence exhibition on at the end 

of 1980. 

Heather decided to organise the Women and Violence show because, 

"only by publicising the facts and feelings can women's real 

experience be uncovered."46 An important part of the exhibition was 

the extension programme which offered seminars, films and 

workshops on the issue. On the last night a 'Reclaim th~ Night' march 

was held. The exhibition and associated programme emphasised the 

importance of education in the role of the Gallery. Sixteen women 

44 Evans, p.249. 

45 Ibid., p.160. 
46 Karren Beanland, 'Women and Violence,'The Press 19 November 1980, p.25. 
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showed their art at the Women and Violence exhibition. Allie exhibited 

her watercolour This Woman Died, I Care which she had exhibited in 

the Three Women Artists show in Christchurch. Heather exhibited a 

work called If I Could Get Out and Fly. This was a birdcage filled with 

United Nations' statistics on rape, domestic violence and 

clitoridectomy.47 She also took part in a collaborative piece on incest 

which was modelled on a Canadian women's art group piece.4s 

Undoubtedly, the most significant show produced py the Gallery was 

the Mothers exhibition which not only toured throughout Aotearoa in 

1981 but went to Sydney at the end of 1982 for the Women and Arts 

Festival. The exhibition -was coordinated by Anna and Marian, and 

twenty-four women, including Anna, Jane, Joanna and Allie 

contributed art works and poetry. The exhibition was accompanied by 

an impressive and comprehensive catalogue, which included 

enlightening and well--research~d essays on the theme of motherhood 

and an extensive feminist bibliography on the many different aspects 

of being a mother. The purpose of the catalogue was "to place the 

work in Mothers in its context in the visual arts and in current feminist 

thinking"49; education, through art, was an important part of the 

Gallery's role. 

Mothers travelled to nine public art galleries and in some places was 

exhibited in community centres, emphasising the Gallery's feminist 

concern for community interaction. In Wellington there was "an 

ambitious and highly successful associated programme, including a 

47 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October 1992. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Mothers Women's Gallery {Wellington, 1980)p.2. 
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weekend of workshops relating to motherhood, which became a 

model for similar programmes elsewhere during the Mothers tour."so 

The major galleries were seemingly supportive of the exhibition, 

though it was often badly hung and halfhea'rtedly promoted. In 

Christchurch it was shown at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery and 

was, "Disappointingly and dismissively hung squashed along a 

corridor and two bays at the McDougall, its treatment here ironically 

demonstrates the point of its existence."51 In Auckland it could not be 

held at the Auckland City Art Gallery due to lack of space, so was held 

out at the Freeman's Bay Community Centre. This alternative setting 

could have been potentially a very enlightening change except that it 

was shown in an undergro.und basement, carelessly hung and badly 

lit. As Elizabeth Eastmond pointed out in her review in Broadsheet, 

the sheer lack of visibility, accessibility, of Mothers in Auckland 

only confirmed the problems still surrounding the recognition 

of "women's art". For "women's art" , so recently emerged from 
·.\ 

the underground in New Zealand, with the Auckland Mothers 

only retreated back underground again. Underground 

(basement}, poorly lit and badly hung. And sponsored by the 

Auckland City Art Gallery.52 

Its marginalization was evident in the way Art New Zealand dealt with 

a review of the ex_hibition by Elizabeth Eastmond53: it refused to 

accept the article and so she sent it to Broadsheet who printed it. The 

television arts programme Kaleidoscope also showed itself to be 

50 The Women's Gallery Submission for Further Funding to the Queen Elizabeth 11 
Arts Council, unpub., 31 August 1982, p.1, acc. 84-72-2:1/13/2, Women's Gallery 
Collection, Wellington. 
51 Heather McPherson, ' "Mothers" Exhibition,' The Press, 15 February 1982, p.17. 
52 Elizabeth Eastmond, 'A Morning at Mothers,' Broadsheet, no. 96, 
January/February 1982, p.42. 
53 The Women's Gallery Submission for Further Funding to the Queen Elizabeth II 
Arts Council, p.2. 

104 



uninterested in women's art by declining an invitation to cover the 

exhibition. 

Most of the reviews of the exhibition were positive, identifying the 

need to articulate the issues of motherhood through art: one said, 

"there are fascinating glimpses and recognitions to suggest the wealth. 

of shared experience and associations yet to be discovered"54, and 

another that, "The Mothers exhibition should be seen by all sexes and 

ages because the works are witty, moving and accomplished."55 The 

comments book for the Mothers show recorded the excitement, the 

acceptance and the surprise that there had· not been one before. 

People wrote 'powerful', 'superb', 'brilliant'; the success of the 

exhibition was evident from the comments book.56 . 

Anna, Jane, Joanna and Allie exhibited work at Mothers. 

tlnfeftuAate1y-Allie's two pieces are not discussed here as the current 

locations are unknown, nor do any photographs exist of the work. 

Anna exhibited six untitled pencil drawings (fig. 31 & 32) and a dolls' 

house installation (fig. 33). The drawings were about the relationship 

she had with her mother. Later, Anna said: "These particular drawings 

were largely a working through of negative emotion ... "57 In the 

catalogue, she said: "The feelings in these drawings had been with 

me all my life. The need / ability to draw them out came from reading 

My Mother,- Myself, from talks with a friend who was visually working 

54 McPherson, '"Mothers" Exhibition,' p.17. 
55 John Roberts, 'Instruction From Mothers,'The Listener, 25 July 1981, p.39. 
56 Mothers Comments Book,unpub., 1981-2, N. pag., acc. 84-72, Women's Gallery 
Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
57 Ken Adams, A Survey of Contemporary New Zealand Sculpture, vol. 2 
(Auckland, 1985) N. pag. 
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out his feelings about his family, and from being in Europe - an 

isolation from previous influences which made those influences 

frighteningly clear"sa. In the pencil drawings, there were certain 

ambiguities: was the child holding a doll or was it !another child? With 

the knowledge that Anna was using these drawings as a way to 

exorcise negative feelings, perhaps the child in the dress was Anna's 

mother and the doll Anna. The mother/child looked severe and held 

the doll/Anna tightly on the arms as if to stop any mobility. The next 

drawing had a similar sadness about it; the doll/ Anna had been 

abandoned and the mother/child walked away with her b9:ck turned to 

the forlorn creature. The Dolls House (fig. 33) was a positive statement 

about Anna's childhood, the house having been made with love by 

her father many years before.se In the catalogue Anna said: "The dolls 

house piece uses something made with love as a basis for an 

exploration/celebration of my childhood environment and its shifts 

between fantasy and reality."60 Anna had stripped the wallpaper and 

paint from the house, repainting the outline of the structure a clear red, 

using this colour for its association with blood and birth.61 Anna said 

she "wanted to make a link between openings on the house and 

openings on the body. The house was both a loved object and a 

symbol of a feminine childhood ... "62 She divided the floor into 

squares which were carried up the walls and across the roof to link it 

all together, and in some of the squares she wrote messages. Of it she 

said, "There were links here with the childhood habit of carving words 

on trees and the messages I used were fragments of childhood 

58 Mothers, p.17. 
59 Adams, N. pag. 
60 Mothers, p.17. 
61 Arbm~ N nag -"" tJ, t ~,..., • 

62 Ibid. 
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associations and memory."63 

Jane exhibited a series of ceramics which "identified a woman's body 
i·1 

and nurturance with naturalistic forms and the physical landscape."64 

The results were Beast-Nest (fig. 34) and Womb-Tomb . Jane said, "I 

played with verbal alliterations and made evocations of the results."65 

They were witty, yet positive and interesting interpretations of the 

woman's body. These works also indicated Jane's artistic diversity as 

well as a shift from her earlier political commentaries as seen in 

Portrait of a Women Marrying Herself (1978). 

Of the pieces which Joanna exhibited, the conte series on her son 

Felix ( fig. 35 & 36) showed hei interest in the view that less is more. In 

these delicate and naturally depicted drawings the very sparseness of 

line emphasised the extreme personal view that the audience was 
'• 

privy to. The intensely private nature of the drawings made it appear 

that some unconscious dialogue was going on between the artist and 

her son; her ability to say a lot with a little said much about her 

technical aptitude, making what was being suggested that much more 

real and intense. This same economy was evident in her poem 

'Where was I Born? (the children speak)' which was reproduced in the 

Mothers catalogue. 

Although the exhibition had been a success in New Zealand, the 

Gallery had great difficulty getting the funding together to send it to 

Australia. The attitudes of the usual funding bodies were negative. As 

63 Mothers, p.17. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
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Marian pointed out in a newspaper report, it appeared, "to be a case 

of blatant discrimination against women's art."66 In the end, the 

exhibition went to Sydney in a diminished form. 

By January 1984 there had been a collective decision to close the 

Gallery; it had operated for three years. Marian said: 

Financial difficulties, especially with the funding of workers, 

breakings in and theft by neighbours, and a lack of support 

from local (Wellington) artists were all reasons for stopping. The 

Minister for Internal Affairs - who'd been asked to help with 

salaries - wrote that 'the active involvement of the gallery within 

the community at large is as yet at a very early stage ... I see 

little likelihood of being able to provide any significant financial 

relief for the Vvomen's Gallery in the immediate future'; this in 

spite of the evidence he'd been sent of all we'd done.67 

This was compounded by other problems: the last collective to run the 

Women's Gallery was made up of women who were mostly ten or 

twenty years youngerthan those involved during its first three years.as 

These women were inexperienced, new to feminist politics and gallery 

management. As with other feminist groups, the new members did not 

want to listen to those with previous experience, but preferred to go 

through the process themselves.69 This was partly because of the 

Women's Movement philosophy, which believed that each woman's 

experience was important; in the Gallery this often resulted in an 

inexperienced staff and lack of continuity in planning. 

66 'Antagonism to Women's Art Claimed,' Evening Post, 21 September , p.8 (unattrib.) 
67 Evans et al, p.251. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Pilar Alba, 'Women's Liberation or Women's Community,' Bitches, Witches and 
Dykes, August 1980, p.4. 
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In addition, within the Women's Gallery there had also been difficulties 

in working collaboratively: it was later said that, "the divisiveness of 

competition for resources and status, and bitter disagreements about 

'feminist' art practice and criticism have generated mistrust, 

diminished the quality of our support for one another and denied the 

importance of that support."70 Anna commented, 

While I feel privileged to have been part of the Women's Gallery 

and in retrospect awed by the amount women who worked 

there achieved, I felt ultimately taken over and burnt out. ... it's 

taken me a long time to sort out its lasting benefits for me. One 

of the difficulties for me in working collectively was balancing 

my own needs with other women's, being clear about what I 

was doing and why.71 

Priorities had aiso changed. Many of the original women who had 

been with the Gallery since the beginning were getting older; in 1984 1 

for example, Anna, Jane, Allie, Heather and Joanna ranged in age 

from 33 to 42 years, hence som~ women felt the need to establish a 

secure future for themselves. They now had more resources and 

options than in the seventies, made possible because of the Women's 

Movement, and offshoots like the Women's Art Movement. When the 

Gallery closed, women who had been involved with the Women's Art 

Movement were turning professional, and securing jobs in the system, 

believing they could change the system from the inside.72 They were 

no longer willing to put so much energy into voluntary work in quite 

the same way.73 As Marian Evans said, "We had so much experience 

70 Evans et al, p.251. 
71 Ibid., p.160. 
72 Marian Evans, interview by the author, 9 August 1992. 
73 Ibid. 
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we could have almost run anything at that stage."74 

Regardless of the reasons behind the closure of the Women's Gallery, 

it had been an innovative space, charged by the same radical energy 

that had swept through Christchurch in the seventies. Fulfilling the 

need to have a permanent feminist art space, the Gallery was a place 

within which women could show their work in a positive environment. 

As Anna pointed out in a Kaleidoscope interview in 1984, "there 

was/is a need for a woman's space to take risks. Other galleries, 

especially in economically hard times, will play safe",75 This constant 

space continued on from where the Women's Environment left off, 

and at the same time showed the Women's Art Movement to be a 

force to be reckoned with. Yet the Gallery's passing left a void which 

was unable to be filled, and signified the beginning of the 

disintegration of 'the Women's Art Movement. 

7 4 Marian Evans, inteiview by the author, 9 Augusi 1992. 
75 Kaleidoscope, Kathy Findley, Television New Zealand, 21 September 1984. 
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26. Heather McPherson, Heather & The Triple Goddess as Figurehead for a Creative 
Environment .. . demistifying the Goddess, 1980,mixed media installation, photo : by 
Fiona Clark, collection of the artist. 
27. Masks made by women for The Triple Goddess. . . installation, Alexander Turnbull 
Library. 
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28. Two pages from Heather McPherson's Process Book: Making a Goddess, Demistifying a Goddess, 
1980, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
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29 . Allie Eagle.Take Your Independence, 1979, (left)Match the Intensity of My Soul, 
1979, (right) watercolour on paper, 730x530mm, private collection, photo: collection of 
the Alexander Turnbull Library. 
30 . Allie Eagle, Here they Come, Is Intensity Matched?, 1979, watercolour on paper, 
730x530mm, private collection . 



31 . Anna Keir, Untitled, 1980, pencil, 240x300mm, private collection, photo : from 
Mothers catalogue . 
32. Anna Keir, Untitled, 1980, pencil, 240x300mm, private collection, photo: from 
Mothers catalogue . 



33 . Anna Keir, Dolls House, i 980, painted wood, 620x655x655, private collection, 
photo: from New Zealand Sculpture, vol.2. 



34. Jane Zusters,Breast Nest, 1979, ceramic inside in wooden box, 
300x230mm, private collection, photo: from New Zealand Sculpture, vol 2. 
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35. Joanna Paul, Felix Sleeping, 1980, conte, 380x457mm, private collection , photo: 
form Mothers catalogue. 
36. Joanna Paul, Felix Sleeping Ill, 1980, conte, 380x457mm, private collection, 
photo : form Mothers catalogue . 



CHAPTER SEVEN: 

PROVIDING A CONTEXT: 

THE FIVE WOMEN SINCE 1984 

After the closure of· the Women's Gallery in 1984, the sense of a 

women's network - a Women's Art Movement stretching across the 

country - altered. The Women's Gallery, in its day to day existence, 

constituted a centre which created continuity for the Women's Art 

Movement: with the Gallery's closing, the Movement failed to survive. 

The network as a consequence became fragmented and dissipated 

as the women who were at the forefront, like Allie, Anna and Heather, 

changed direction in their ·lives. What the five artists have been doing 

since the closure of the Gallery, and vvhat they are currently involved 

with indicates the subsequent dissipation of the Women's Art 

Movement. 

After leaving the Gallery, Anna went to work for the Historic Places 

Trust in Wellington. Jane had been living in Auckland, exhibiting her 

work and supplementing her artist's income conducting art classes 

part-time. Allie was living in Bethells, at Te Henga, just out of 

Auckland, and teaching art at Liston College in Henderson. Heather 

was a full time poet, and her first book of poetry came out in 1982, 

published by the Spiral Collective. Joanna, living in Wellington, was 

painting full--time and exhibiting. 

Unlike the others, both Jane and Joanna had prominent artistic lives 

outside the Women's Art Movement. Joanna had been exhibiting 

since the late sixties, whilst Jane had started exhibiting her 
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photography by the mid seventies, and had her first dealer gallery 

show in 1979.1 Even today, both Jane and Joanna are much more 

visible than the other three women. Jane and Joanna have many 

more works in public collections, and feature prominently in articles 

and exhibitions. They have also won major art awards:· in 1983, 

Joanna was awarded the prestigious Frances Hodgkins Fellowship, 

and in 1991 Jane was the Rita Angus Fellow in Wellington, as was 

Joanna in 1992. Jane has been presented with several art awards, 

including a Goethe scholarship to Germany in 1992. Such recognition 

brought prestige in the art world. Arguably this visibility was not to do 

simply with artistic skill but with their commitment and the priority it 

was given in their lives. Both Jane and Joanna were intent on taking 

every opportunity to exhibit work, wanting to make a living out of their 

art. By contrast, Allie's, Anna's and Heather's primary commitment in 

the seventies was to the promotion and exposure of women artists in 

Aotearoa rather than to developi.pg their own work. 

By the early eighties, Allie was heavily involved with Christian 

Fundamentalism. This was a contradiction of her earlier position both 

in lifestyle, and philosophy as Allie had gone from fighting the 

patriarchy to becoming part of it. Understandably, many women from 

the Women's Art Movement felt betrayed by her. Allie participated 

intensely in church life and much less in art. It was not until 1986 that 

Allie had her first dealer gallery show at the Janne Land Gallery in 

Wellington, almost ten years after Jane had hers. By 1992, however, 

Allie was not what she would call a very active Christian2, and 

painting has now become a major priority in her life. Yet, she is 

1 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 

2 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 8 October 1992 .. 
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exhibiting works at dealer galleries only intermittently, supplementing 

her income with private teaching and art workshops run through 

Outreach. In 1988, Allie was included in an exhibition called Faith and 

Works at the Manawatu Art Gallery, a public art gallery, her first since 

the seventies. In 1992 and 1993 she has been included in other 

public gallery shows, though most of the works used dated back to the 

seventies, when she was a radical feminist, which she is not now.3 

Allie has only four works in public collections. Two early works are 

held in the Prints and Drawings Section of the Alexander Turnbull 

Library. One is an untitled drawing of herself (1976), and the other is a 

watercolour portrait of HeatlJer (1979). The selfportrait was purchased 

bv the Librarv in 1984 and the watercolour in i 979. interestinalv. 
- ., - - - - - - ,I "' ,I , 

these works were both bought by Janet Paul .wA-e-·was· the curator at 
) 

the time. Not only was she Joanna Paul's mother and aware of the 

Women's Art Movement, but she, had done much research on New 

Zealand women artists both contemporary and historical; indeed, 

Janet Paul wrote a chapter called 'Women Artists in New Zealand' for 

the book Women in New Zealand Society published in 1980. The 

other two art works are at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery. Facing 

Ourselves (1990) is a relatively recent work bought at her last dealer 

gallery show in 1990, while the other, Old Chair Getting Older (1978), 

was purchased in 1978. Both were probably bought because of Allie's 

involvement with the Gallery. Her absence from many public 

collections has to do with the political nature of her early work and the 

politically radical stance she upheld; during the eighties her low 

3 The 1992 exhibition was called / Am: Ko Ahau and held at the Dunedin Public Art 
Gallery. In 1993 her works have been included in two Suffrage exhibitions: White 
Camellias at the Robert McDougall Art Galler/ and Alter/Image at the Wellington City 
Art Gallery. 
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artistic out,,,put was due to her intense involvement in the church. 

These reasons explain why she is absent from articles in art 

magazines and hardly shown in exhibitions in public galleries. 

Once Anna was no longer involved with the Women's Art Movement, 
I 

her time was taken up with looking after a small child and working: 

"Though I've almost always been doing some of my own work as well 

there have been times when I pretty much stopped. And often I've felt, 

when I have been working, that I haven't had the sustained 

concentration and energy to do it properly."4 She has not exhibited in 

a dealer gallery, lacking confidence, time and drive or choosing to do 

other things.s This not only displayed a lack of confidence in her 

artistic ability, but lack of energy and support; she was a so!o parent 

having to earn an income, whilst trying to find the time to paint. Even 

though Anna was always busy with the administrative side of the 

Women's Gallery, she did have\ in it a supportive environment to 

exhibit in, which she lost once the Gallery closed. 

Perhaps it was a matter of where Anna's priorities lay and what 

opportunities she had. In 1986 Anna said that "I now feel I have the 

commitment and time to work more and in many ways would like to 

sell more."6 However, none of Anna's work has been bought by public 

institutions within New Zealand, nor has it been in a public gallery 

exhibition. Nor has an article been written specifically about her work 

in recent years. The fact that she felt unable to commit time and 

4 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie, Tilly Lloyd, eds., A Women's Picture Book 
(Wellington, 1988) p.160. 

5 !bid. 
6 Ibid. 
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energy to participating in this thesis emphasises the fact that for her 

what is important "is just to keep on working [on her art]"?, rather than 

conventional success in the very public realm of the art world. 

Heather, unlike the rest of the five women, was a poet and writer 

before a visual artist, and she became involved in the visual arts 

through her friendships. She has produced three books of poetry and 

published material, both theoretical and poetical, in literary journals 

within Aotearoa and elsewhere. Her most recent book of poetry was 

published in 1991 and called Other World Relations. She co-edited 

Spiral 7, published in 1992, which focused on lesbian art, both literary 

and visual, and included Heather's poetry. Like Allie and Anna who 

were 'out' as lesbians; her political and sexual orientation resulted in 

less access to and acceptance of her work in mainstream New 

Zealand literary books and journals. As she said in a letter in 1992, 

"Continuing societal homophobia, ,:t,he anxiety of economic conditions, 

competitive job market, custody of or access to children, children's 

welfare among their peers and at school - these are all considerations 

for many lesbians and some feminists."B Yet despite this she is open 

about being a lesbian and her writing is informed by a lesbian feminist 

consciousness; she is, perhaps, the only one of the five now who 

produces art that has a political content. 

For each of the five women feminism was an important aspect.of life, 

but each took from feminism something different. At the beginning of 

my research I presumed wrongly that all the women would define 

themselves as having been feminist artists. Allie saw herself as a 

7 Evans et a!, p160. 
8 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, November 1992. 
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feminist artist in the seventies, and was the only one to define herself 

in such a way.9 She added to this definition that in the seventies she 

was a lesbian feminist artist but especially a feminist artist.1 o Now, in 

the nineties, she describes herself as multifaceted11, adding that there 

are many feminist issues which still concern her greatly, such as 

violence against women.12 However, this is no longer so obvious in 

· her art. 

Jane said that in the seventies, "I was a feminist and I was an artist. I 

don't know whether I have particularly ever defined myself as a 

feminist artist ... my feminism enabled me to put myself back on track, 

to become the artist that I did."13 Now she describes herself as a post

feminist survivor, uthat is because the feminism is internalised, it's not 

taking central stage. If you look at my work it's lik~ breathing, it's there, 

it's absorbed, it's not a point that I'm self consciously making."14 

Internalising her feminism has ··meant that she does not choose to 

make the overt feminist images that she made in the seventies.1 s 

Another part of her life as an artist is that she is a lesbian. Jane has 

recently 'come out' about her sexuality, although she has been a 

lesbian for a large part of her life. She remained silent about her 

sexuality because of the fear of being marginalised and ignored by 

the mainstream art world. It would appear that now she is an 

established artist she feels able to be open about her lesbianism. 

9 Allie Eagle, interview by the author, 9 October 1992. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Jane Zusters, interview by the author, 15 May 1992. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Evans et al, p.163. 
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Heather has never seen herself as a feminist artist. However, defining 

oneself was very important in those early days.16 Was one a feminist 

lesbian or lesbian feminist? The distinction indicated to which part of 

the identities one gave primary allegiance17, and Heather said, 

My own self-definition changed but I think I often defined 

myself as a poet, a lesbian, a feminist, a mother etc. I felt in this 

way I separated out my own identities - they weren't 

necessarily coordinated / integrated and they were all of equal 

importance. I eschewed calling myself a feminist artist because 

this implied to me at the· time ... that our conditioning was 

1patriarchal'; that part of the women's art movement aim was to 

redefine art; that calling oneself a feminist artist meant we had 

a feminist approach and analysis to issues and we focused on 

feminist topics ... I think in those days, i defined feminist more 

narrowly than I would now. Feminism was to me then a concern 

for women/women's right/women's voices being heard and 

issues being grappled with in, all areas.18 
- ·.\ 

At one stage in the seventies Heather defined herself as a cultural 

feminist, meaning that she helped to contribute to women's voices 

being heard through artistic and literary channels. i 9 Now she would 

call herself a writer and a lesbian feminist, signifying that, "my 

occupation/work/identity or whatever is writing but [that] my political 

identity is lesbian feminist. ... My writing is informed by a lesbian 

feminist political consciousness, but I don't write necessarily for a 

lesbian feminist purpose or conclusion."20 

16 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October 1992. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid 
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Joanna felt, and still feels, that it is important to be a woman artist as 

opposed to a feminist artist.21 She was, she said, "not into the theory 

behind feminism."22 Yet she also said that she was interested in 

French Feminism, and her work at the Women's Environment, 

Unpacking the Body, was based on this.23 However uneasy Joanna 

has felt about feminism, her activities in the seventies and involvement 

in the eighties with the Women's Gallery displayed at the very least a 

commitment to women's creative expression. Joanna was not an 

ardent separatist feminist but a feminist in her belief in giving a voice 

to women's feelings and experiences. Perhaps this is her definition of 

a woman artist. 

In 1983, Anna said that she ,Nas a feminist but preferred to be known 

as a woman artist.24 Defining herself as a woman artist meant that she 

worked from reality, which was female, and placed herself within the 

wider context of the Women's Art Movement and associated issues.25 

She continued: 

Given this, why do I feel so uneasy about the term "feminist 

artist" and unwilling to define myself in this way? Partly it is a 

problem with the words themselves and the definitions. I feel 

"feminist" like "artist" is a word which is vague and loaded - open 

to a myriad of interpretations. My second problem is with the 

level of accountability to others that, by my definition, someone 

who calls herself a feminist artist takes on.26 

21 Joanna Paul, interview by the author, 4 May 1992. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Juliet Batten, 'New Zealand Feminist Artists,' Broadsheet, no 110, June 1983, 
p.29. 
25 Ibid, 
26 Ibid 
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To Anna, a feminist artist was someone whose work was much more 

political in content than hers: 

She would accept a high degree of accountability, in terms of 

both subject matter and interpretation, to the feminist 

movement. Her first priority at all times would be re-defining the 

language and practice of art related activities to as many women 

as possible. Given this, she would largely work collectively ... 

She would become- more a facilitator and interpreter for others 

than someone making something in her own right. 27 

I can only assume that Anna still feels the same way about her 

definition. By calling herself a woman artist, "I accept the responsibility 

to other women without ruling out a primary commitment to myself and 

my own development. I want to be free of limitations that I could see as 

potentially confining for a woman who decides to call herself a 
feminist artist.n2a But, like the other women, her whole life would not 

be what it is now but for feminism.29 

What then did the Women's Art Movement achieve? It brought to the 

forefront, through the feminist art activity in Christchurc~,·::which then 

influenced other centres, women's art a~d issues to be displayed and 

discussed. The exhibitions highlighted the many problems faced by 

women artists, who were often trying to make a living out of art, whilst 

not being taken seriously because they were female. It is because of 

the Women's Art Movement that there was an increased coverage of 

women artists in exhibitions, articles and books; however, it took 

longer for women artists with obvious feminist allegiances to be 

27 Batten, p.29 
28 Ibid. 
29 Anna Keir, taped inteiview by Lita Barrie,1984, Women's Art Archives, Museum of 
New Zealandrre Papa Tongarewa, Wellington. 
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included. The Women's Art Movement existed through a network, 

uniting many women artists .throughout New Zealand. Although today 

there is less of a sense of any single women's art movement, it has 

been replaced by numerous interactive cells3o, friendship networks 

which still exist throughout the country, through which many women 

artists continue to support each other spiritually, emotionally and 

practically.31 Such was the impact of the Women's Art Movement, that 

in the nineties many of the themes and ideas important to the 

movement have been absorbed into contemporary art practice. It 

could be said, then, that the Women's Art Movement no longer 

survives, but its challenge to the patriarchal art establishment remains. 

30 Tilly Lloyd, interview by the author, 11 September 1992. 
31 Evans et al, p.258. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 

THE LEGACY OF THE WOMEN'S ART MOVEMENT 

Whilst the Women's Gallery closed in 1984 and the Women's Art 

Movement ceased to exist, tremendous gains had been made for 

women in the arts; the Women's Art Movement, and the work of Allie, 

Heather, Anna, Jane and Joanna had their effect. In comparison with 

the 1970's, it is now true to say that many of the top positions in the 

cultural sector are held by women, albeit pakeha women: a situation 

that would have been hard to envisage twenty years ago. These 

changes stem from the achievements of the Women's Art Movement. 

Because of the increased awareness of women's art, initiated by the 

Movement, archives were set up specifically relating to women artists. 

Although the collection has since disappeared, one of the earliest 

attempts to set up a women's archive was made by Allie at the Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery in the 1970s. The first major archive was 

established successfully at the National Art Gallery (now known as the 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa) and was called the 

Women's Art Archive, including material relating to a large number of 

New Zealand women artists. As well as slides and written material on 

the women, there was an attempt to collate an oral history in the form 

of taped interviews. The Women's Gallery kept archives as well, 

seeing the importance of recording women's history. Once the Gallery 

closed, the material was taken over by the Alexander Turnbull Library 

and called the Women's Gallery Collection. 

Another product of the Women's Art Movement was the 1984 series 
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on women artists by the television programme Kaleidoscope. It began 

with a reappraisal of some of New Zealand's earliest women artists, 

such as Emily Harris. It dedicated three programmes to an analysis of 

the effect of feminism on the visual arts in this country, discussing the 

Women's Art Movement in New Zealand through interviews with 

Anna, Juliet Batten, Bridie Lonie, Elizabeth Eastmond and many other 

associated feminists. There were discussions on the Women's 

Gallery, the female visual language that had become discernible in 

some women's art and the cultural grandmothers that were being 

rediscovered. This was a milestone for Television New Zealand. 

A year before, in 1983, Art. _New Zealand published a women's issue, 

yet it was tame in comparison with Kaleidoscope, hardly mentioning 

the Women's Art Movement. Juliet Batten pointed out that, "The odd 

feminist artist was thrown in with dead or respectable artists, and more 

significantly with contemporary artists who denied the whole 

gender/art connection."1 It has taken till 1993 for there to be an article 

accepted which discussed the Women's Art Movement, and that was 

in a special Suffrage Centenary edition.2 

It was not until 1986 that a boo_k specifically about New Zealand 

women artists was published. This was called New Zealand Women 

Artists by Anne Kirkers, and was a survey which started with the mid

nineteenth century and originally went through to the mid-1980s; it 
., 

has now been updated to include the 1990s. As part of the survey, 

1 Juliet Batten, 'The Women's Art Movement,' Broadsheet, no. 136, January/February 
1986, p.39. 
2 Kate Woodall, 'The Importance of Christchurch in the Women's Art Movement in 
New Zealand,' Art New Zealand, no 68, Spring 1993, pp. 110-111. 

3 Anne Kirker, New Zealand Women Artists (Auckland, 1986) rev. ed. 1993. 
1 ?2 



Anne Kirker discussed the women artists who were greatly influenced 

by feminism and saw themselves as being part of the Women's Art 

Movement in Aotearoa. She wrote of the Women's Gallery and the 

radical scene in Christchurch in the seventies, and mentioned Allie, 

Jane, Joanna and Anna, acknowledging that 'This book is in part a 

product of the Women's Art Movement and many people have 

contributed to it. "4 

In the same year a book by Elizabeth Eastmond and Merimeri Penfold 

was published.5 Women and the Arts In New Zealand was not as 

extensive as Anne Kirker.'s book, providing, however, a much needed 

feminist analysis of the place of women in the arts since the 1930s. Of 

equal importance was that the book was among the first to include the 

work of polynesian and Maori women fibre artists alongside western 

fine art pieces. 

In 1988, A Women's Picture Book was published. In the foreword, 

Rae Julian, the Human Rights Commissioner stated, "A Women's 

Picture Book is an important contribution not just to the history of 

creative feminists but to the history of New Zealand feminism."6 She 

was right, for it was the first book in Aotearoa to be wholly dedicated to 

feminism and the visual arts. This was truly a product of the Women's 

Art Movement. The editors of the book were Marian Evans, Bridie 

Lonie and Tilly Lloyd. Both Marian and Bridie had been involved with 

the Women's Gallery, and Tilly had been a frequent visitor. The 

4 Anne Kirker, New Zealand Women Artists (Tortola, N.S.W., 1993) p.7. 

5 Elizabeth Eastmond and Merimeri Penfold, Women & the Arts in New Zealand, 
(Wellington, 1986) 

6 Marian Evans, Bridie Lonie; Tilly Lloyd, eds., A Women's Picture Book 
(Wellington, 1988) p.x. 
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impetus behind the book was to make sure that this part of women's 

history was documented. It was, said Marian, written II for the sake of 

some sort of continuity ... it was really important to make sure that [the 

history of the Women's Gallery] wouldn't/didn't disappear."? 

In the book the editors focused on women who had exhibited at the 

Women's Gallery, and made it clear that "the artists in this book are 

part of our own, transitional, generation; they've spent most of their 

working lives during a time of changes in conditions for women artists, 

through feminist pressure. Some of these women have helped make 

the changes." a In the end, two more women who had not exhibited at 

the gallery were included because the editors wished they had 

exhibited there. So with an obvious feminist bias, the herstory of the 

Women's Art Movement was told through the lives of some of the key 

figures who made the vision a ·reality, including, of course, interviews 

with Heather, Allie, Anna, Jane and Joanna. 

In 1992 Spiral 7 was published. More a book than a magazine it 

followed on from the earlier Spiral journals which sought to make 

women's art visible. This publication had Heather as one of the 

editors; the other three. were Marian Evans, Julie King and Pamela 

Gerrish Nunn. Spiral 7 was a collection of lesbian art and writing in 

New Zealand, which, as the book explained, Hshows something of the 

diversity of a culture whose freedom of expression in the wider 

community is still at risk."9 This book was also a result of the Women's 

7 Marian Evans, interview by the author, 9 August 1992. 
8Evans et al, p.229. 
9 Heather McPherson, Julie King, Marian Evans & Pamela Gerrish Nunn, Spiral 7 
(Wellington, 1992) p. back cover. 
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Art Movement, a continuation of the friendships made and projects 

initiated in Christchurch in the seventies. 

In spite of all that the Women's Art Movement achieved, it is, in the 

nineties, still difficult for women artists to gain recognition, especially if 

their art expresses a feminist political conscience aiigned to that of the 

seventies; despite the gains made there have been losses. The 

subjugation of women is more insidious. The recession has created 

economic difficulties for all artists, and even though women's art is 

getting into the galleries there is not yet equal representation of men 

and women artists in some major shows. A recent example was the 

1992 contemporary art exhibition Headlands. This show, jointly 

organised by the National Art Gallery and the Museum of 

Contemporary Art of Sydney, supposedly represented 'New Zealand 

Art', but in this exhibition there were twenty-six male artists and only 

eleven female artists, which sug_~ested that women have contributed 

much less to New Zealand art than men. This exhibition is not, 

unfortunately, atypical. 

The catalogue, as well as the exhibition, almost rendered feminism 

and its effect on the arts invisible, for the show hardly mentioned 

feminism, let alone the Women's Art Movement, and its impact on 

women artists. In the one article that did, author Christina Barton 

dedicated only a fraction of her piece to feminism and _the visual arts.1 ° 
Indeed the discussion appeared to be a Post-Modernist appraisal, 

and spoke of theory rather than feminist activity within the arts. She 

1 o Christina Barton, 'Framing the Real - Post Modern Discourses in Recent New 
Zealand Art/ Headlands - Thinking Through Recent New Zealand Art, Museum of 
Contemporary Art of Sydney (Sydney, 1992) pp. 173-183. 
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mentioned the names of male critics who have provided an analysis 

on feminism and the arts, and ignored the efforts of feminist critics like 

Juliet Batten. Ironically, Allie Eagle and others have endorsed her 

views. 

The book Pleasures and Dangers (1991) (and the accompanying 

television programme and video11 of the same name) appeared to be 

affirming eight New Zealand women artists, yet ignored their sex; they 

were artists but not women artists.12 The introduction to the book was 

quick to point out that although feminism has been a strong part of the 

environment of these women it was not something that was to be 

discussed or even highlighted.13 These women, the book explained, 

were unhappy with the stereotypes of •woman artist' or •feminist 

artist' .14 There was no suggestion that this was an important area 

which needed further discussion and clarification. Why did these 

women not want to be called a-.\woman artist' or a •feminist artist'? 

Perhaps most interesting, in the light of this, was that the book 

included three women who had been openly feminist women artists, 

at least in the seventies and eighties. They were Alison McLean, 

Marylyn Tweedie and Alexis Hunter. That these women may not want 

to be identified with feminism now, suggests that feminism itself has 

become a cliche for them, or possibly just too dangerous an 

identification. As a result of this it appears that to be a contemporary 

artist is to be androgynous in intent, which has the effect of rendering 

feminism in the arts invisible. 

11 Shirley Horrocks was the director of both~ 
12 Trish Clarke and Wystan Curnow eds., Pleasures and Dangers, Artists of the 
Nineties (Auckland,1991). 
13 lb'd · I ., p.X I. 

14 Ibid. 
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Although feminism, and through it the Women's Art Movement, has 

generally improved the working climate for women artists, for them to 
' 

succeed in any quantity within the art establishment has meant 

forgoing the radicalism and shock value that was associated with the 
I 

Women's Art Movement. Women who have used feminism in their 

work now decline to be involved in feminist shows.1s It seems 

probable that this, as well as Headlands and the book Pleasures and 

Dangers, are all part of the 1backlash' described by Susan Faludi.16 

This backlash in New Zealand art can be traced back to 1986 when 

the freelance art commentator Lita Barrie at the 'New Zealand Critics' 

Conference in Wellington appeared to discredit many women who 

were part of the Women's -Art Movement. Indeed, this paper instigated 

the shift from essentialist to post-structural feminism in New Zealand. 

Many of the women that Lita Barrie had interviewed and who were the 

subjects behind the paper, felt betrayed by her. Lita Barrie used 

various aspects of French Femirilsm to attack what she believed to be 

a prescriptive women's art code. She explained in eloquent and 

articulate language that women who use their female experiences in 

their work are simply reversing 

the valuations attributed to each sex, to elevate an 'essential 

female' and through this simple reversion attempt to encourage 

women's self-esteem through new prestige attached to 

women's biology. The error of such a-historical views on women 

is, as Adrienne Rich says: "We cannot ever know what is truly 

15 Jane Zusters, interview by·the author, 15 May 1992. Recently Marylyn Tweedie 
withdrew from the Wellington City Art Gallery's 1993 Suffrage exhibition Alter/Image, 
claiming that she did not want to be in an all-women exhibition as she did not want her 
work to be seen within an overtly feminist context. 
16Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War against Women (London, 1992) In 
Backlash the American author Susan Faludi attempted to show how politics and the 
media are insidiously trying to turn women against feminism by blaming the Movement 
for all women's ills. 
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female" which when stated emphatically sounds so self-evident 

as to be banal - except that it is not self-evident within certain 

New Zealand feminist's circles.17 

She was saying that vulvas, spirals, opening windows and the like 

were cliched. Lita Barrie failed to realise that this was all part of the 

necessary process of growth for many women artists and that these 

symbols were a form of power with which to break down entrenched 

taboos. 

Lita Barrie also attacked women who used references to the 

matrilineal and mythical female past in their work, suggesting that this 

idealised women as being passive, nurturing and peacefu1.1a By this 

she implied that to be nurturing was not a strong and powerful role. 

However, as Heather said of the works of the seventies: 

It was not a vision of softness or pacifism or of women as only 

nurturers or carers or child;bearers, but that women could be 
\ . ·, 

those roles and strong too ... this was a time ... when we had 

images of Israeli women soldiers in the news, and when our 

researches into herstory were turning up evidence in 

archeological journals of "mother" goddesses as supreme 

deities, and we were reading Robert Graves's theories of myth 

as thinly disguised history and Greek myths in particular as a 

record of the overthrow of the earliest goddesses by male 

gods.19 

Lita Barrie had in her abstract and often elitist theorising 

decontextualised the whole Women's Art Movement, failing to discuss 

the works in the context of the times in which they were produced, and 

17 Lita Barrie, 'Remissions: Toward a Deconstruction of Phallic Univocality,' AGMANZ 
Journal 17:1, p.15. 
18 tbid., p.16. 
19 Heather McPherson, letter to the author, October 1992. 
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thus distorting the artist's use of imagery in the process. 

Writing from the perspective of academic French Feminism, Lita Barrie 

appeared to ridicule the women artists who had or were working 

through such issues and ideas as Heather discussed above. Lita 

Barrie undermined her own theoretical credibility by failing to be 

specific about the art and artists that she mocked. The use of elitist 

language and academic jargon removed her not only from the artists 

she was challenging but from feminism itself, remarginalising these 

women artists and providing further fuel for the male critics who found 

such feminist-inspired work hard to come to terms with. Indeed, 

because of what Lita Barrie said at this conference, many men within 

the art world became intolerant of anyone who called herself a 

feminist artist.20 At this point many women, understandably, stopped 

defining themselves in this way. 

·. \, 

It now appears, in the nineties, that Lita Barrie's brand of theoretical 

feminism has been adopted as the feminism of up-and-coming 

women artists. With the onslaught of Post-Modern ism, 

'deconstruction', ipost-structuralism' and even 'post-feminism' have 

become key words in a dialogue which seeks to de-sex the arts, 

harking back to the critics of seventies who declared that what "is 

important is the quality of the works, not whether they have been 

produced by a man or a woman."21 As a result, feminism in the 

mainstream art world has become ghettoised, watered down with 

post-modern ambiguities. Even in 1993 - a year in which New 

Zealand celebrates the achievements of the Suffragists, that early 

20 Marian Evans, interview by the author, 9 August 1992. 
21 T.L.R. Wilson, 'The Feminine inArt,'The Press, 8July 1975, p.11. 
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group of feminists - the majority of the mainstream exhibitions which 

have been dedicated to women's art are glaringly apolitical. Art by 

women who were part of the Women's Art Movement is either not 

included or the women's political allegiances barely mentioned. But 

the feminist challenge has not yet become totally part of the system, 

and it appears that even Post-Modernism, in all its eclecticism, is on its 

way out. On the art margins, where feminism has always been· the 

most radical, it still survives; a testament of the durability of the 

achievements of those original five women Allie, Anna, Heather and 

Joanna, and through them the Women's Art Movement. 

The Christchurch of the t~90s, like the Christchurch of the 1970s, 

offers a similar response to the rigidity of the male-orientated art 

establishment; as part of the celebrations for the 1993 Suffrage 

Centenary a project called Journeys has been initiated. Coordinated 

by women who were either part :(?f the earlier Christchurch scene, or 

just like-minded, they set out to organise a wide range of exhibits to. 

truly reflect the diversity of women's creativity. The seventies' feminist

inspired attitudes are obvious in this current venture, as any woman 

working in the visual arts in Canterbury is eligible, including women of 

different ages working at different levels. As with the earlier 

Christchurch projects, the overall co-ordination has been loose and 

unofficial; while there will be lectures and formal exhibitions, some 

events will be less defined. An example of this is the Women's Art 

House, open to any woman who wants to exhibit her work, and similar 

in intent to the Women's Environment of 1977. The aim of Journeys is 

that women will work and share in an informative way, whatever their 

artistic ability. One of the coordinators explains, "It's an opportunity to 
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communicate and discuss our lives - because for most women life and 

art are intermingled."22 Twenty years ago, the same ethos was the 

theme behind the Women's Environment. For many women artists in 

the 1990s, the aims and ideas of the Women's Art Movement, having 

not yet been fulfilled, are still important and relevant. 

22 Tessa Copland, 'Canterbury Women Start Artistic "Journeys",' The Press, 8 
September 1993, p.19. 
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