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ALEXANDRA JUHASZ

[ 4 ] Bad Girls Come and Go, But a
Lying Girl Can Never Be Fenced In

We live in a culture of oblivion that perpetrates a kind of self-
induced denial in which the meaning of the recent past is
continually lost or distorted . . . much like feminist history was
always lost or distorted. The cultural history each generation
creates is immediately turned into waste: "That’s old shit!”
Whereas my work is addressing issues involving 3000 years of
Western patriarchal imposition. So if I'm fighting with some
younger artist about the past 15 years —I'm already
suspicious: those are not the right stakes!

Carolee Schneemann, interviewed in Angry Women

I am a feminist in my early thirties; Carolee Schneemann is in her late
fifries. T have been making and writing about feminist and queer film and
video since the late 1980s; Schneemann has been making transgressive femi-
nist art since the early 1960s. What are the “right stakes™ for a discussion
about the recent feminist past? In an interview I videotaped with this “an-
gry woman” for a documentary about feminist film history, Schneemann
let me know that her anger is not, in fact, directed only at three thousand
years of Western patriarchal tradition. She insists that our culture, my
gencration, owes her a lot: recognition, a living wage, the ability to con-
tinue to make new work and preserve and archive past work. What are
the right stakes for conversation about the recent feminist past, and why
would we want to talk in the first place? In the interview, Schneemann
seemis to suggest that successful dialogue with a younger artist would hinge
on that woman’s self-induced recovery of and connection to past feminist
work, not as old shit but as live artifact. This is difficult; in our postmodern
condition, the past fifteen or twenty years are bistory: lost, forgotten, obso-
lete, “immediately turned into waste.” Yet feminists have a need for the
recent past— history —to be alive, instructive, interactive, so as to be able to
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perpetuate (the) movement. Living, working, and fighting in a perpetual
present—a culture of oblivion—allow little opportunity to progress; there’s
nothing to build on.

By analyzing the video presented in two landmark, decade-defining
feminist art shows (Bad Girls, 1994 and At Home, 1983), I will make a
history from documents of the recent past to promote feminist dialogue
and to better understand the present condition of feminism. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, the documentaries in these two shows—separated by a gulf of ten
to twenty years—share most fundamental qualities: small-format, inexpen-
sively produced personal investigations of women’s sexuality and gender
roles that push boundaries about female propriety. Sometimes humorous,
sometimes clinical, sometimes sexual, and often serious, what unifies this
strain of feminist video are its transgressive content and form. Therefore,
my historical survey of recent feminist video also becomes a recent history
of women’s transgression. What can we learn, in the present, from feminist
video documents of women’s transgression, from feminists’ transgressive
documentaries?

Bad Girls video demonstrates how women activists and artists are
drawn to documentary and avant-garde form (and their hybridization) for
similar reasons: these are accessible and adaptable sites of cultural produc-
tion that allow feminists to mold a medium to the shape of their anger and
desire. You could call the vast majority of this video work “documentary”
as it is composed primarily of images of a videomaker’s unscripted perfor-
mance as she breaks rules of female propriety. Recorded on tape for later
exhibition, these are documents of a politicized (usually autobiographical)
self-expression: a woman performing and archiving her defiance against
the rules of sex and gender. These transgressive documentaries record in
something close to real-time the real words, real needs, and real anger of
women. However, the transgressive content of the work demands that for-
mal rules are broken as well. Women’s defiant words and actions are ex-
pressed through amalgams of usually discrete generic forms: talking-head
testimony is cut with scripted segments, voice-over narrates real-time
recordings. Thus, I feel as comfortable calling this formally diverse work
“art video.” This largely semantic debate proves to be useful in that it
reveals one reason why feminist video (like feminist history) is, as
Schneemann argues, universally “lost or distorted.” Slipping between the
cracks of academic and art-world categorization, most of the tapes I will
discuss here have gone unanalyzed and unremembered because they are
neither straightforward documentary nor bona fide art. Needless to say,
the consequences of this inattention are significant.

Because earlier feminist work immediately becomes waste, contempo-
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