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much of what constitutes this body of feminist criticism is excellent,® the paucity of
published writing on women artists is at odds with the sheer numbers making and
exhibiting significant work. It is also unrepresentative of the commitment to in-depth
analysis of the works and lives of women artists testified to by postgraduate disser-
tations in university and college libraries. Dialogues is a vigorous and welcome
contribution to this material.
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A BIFURCATED HISTORY (AND SO IT GOES ON)

Jewish Identities in American Feminist Art: Ghosts of Ethnicity by Lisa E Bloom,
New York and London: Routledge, 2006, 188pp., 66 b. & w. illus., £60.00 hdbk,
£16.99 pbk

Jewish Identities in American Feminist Art: Ghosts of Ethnicity is a ground-breaking book. Lisa
Bloom aims to delineate a trajectory of arts practice that acknowledges the range of
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sources and material with which artists work. This is a history of feminist art in the
United States that includes previously elided Jewish narratives. In re-examining
feminist art from the perspective of Jewish identity, Bloom adds fresh insights into the
work of key artists from the 1970s, through a thesis that she has been developing over
a number of years.! Her interests include issues of black and Jewish difference and
their impact on the reception and development of art-historical discourse.?

In this new book she extends and expands these themes. Bloom assembles a
narrative of identity in art that is heterogeneous, writing across three specific time-
frames and two geographical locations.®> The emphasis on heterogeneity is central to
Bloom’s main argument: that although feminist art practices of the 1970s opened the
door to new ways of making, new approaches to writing and new subjectivities,
elisions occurred that have not taken full account of the times and contexts of
making. It is only through acknowledging the complexities of practice that the
internal contradictions that have arisen due to historical omissions can be corrected.
Elisions still occur, argues Bloom, because of the privileging of an outmoded ‘euro-
centric cosmopolitanism’ that does not actually represent contemporary practices
that are reaching out to counter hierarchies of oppression, conflict and prejudice. It is
these new practices that will ‘make a different kind of cosmopolitanism imaginable
through artwork that puts emphasis on particularity, hybridity and openness to
difference’.* Although it may, to most, look like there is already an ‘emphasis on
particularity, hybridity and openness to difference’, Ghosts of Ethnicity reveals some of
the limits of that assumption in concrete terms, through empirical research and
analysis of art work.

The book traverses three important junctures in the so-called Western avant garde:
Greenberg and the 1950s, 1970s feminism and contemporary feminist practices.
Although the focus is the United States, divergent influences and trajectories within
this continent are highlighted through Bloom’s insistence on giving separate treat-
ment to the east and west coasts from both periods of her study on feminist art. This is
especially useful to a non-US audience where such geographical differences often
become conflated into one hegemonic entity.

The first four chapters are historical, tracing a lineage from Greenberg and the
relationship between his perception of self as a Jew and ideologies of the artist’s role
in society. Bloom explores the escape from particularity that exemplified Greenberg’s
position, the shadow this cast over feminist practices, and the ongoing requirement to
be unfettered by belonging. Most recent scholarship has quite rightly critiqued this
position, but Bloom, while acknowledging the shifts that have been made, suggests
that this narrative continued into the 1970s and had a bearing on feminist artists such
as Judy Chicago, Eleanor Antin, Martha Rosler and Mierle Laderman Ukeles and the
critiques of work by feminist artists in general.

Judy Chicago is a counterpoint to the other artists in the book: although she
challenges the Greenbergian discourse in her craft-based approach, in her working
methods Chicago enacts a genius discourse that elides differences and power relations
between women while foregrounding herself and her own practices. Bloom suggests
that Chicago’s reasons for name change, looked at in detail here, reveal acquiescence
towards patriarchy and a willingness to assimilate that dovetails with her aims of
universalizing womanhood. By contrast, Mierle Laderman Ukeles and Martha Rosler
make work about domestic labour that bears witness to the differentiations in power
relations that arguably emerge through an understanding of their own difference.
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1 Eleanor Antin, Encounter 1, 1972, in 4 transactions, typewritten text and ink
on paper.

They do not make universalizing claims; nor does Eleanor Antin, who is Bloom’s
exemplary artist. Antin explained and explored power relations between women in a
way that was not popular at the time, either in situations where women were meant
to be equal, such as in feminist artist meetings, the subject of 4 Transactions (1972,
plate 1), or within presumed harmony of family life in the Domestic Peace series (1971).
The critiques of Antin’s work also exemplify critical preferences for a Greenbergian
trajectory as Bloom suggests that Carving: A Traditional Sculpture (1972) has received
most attention because it is the one piece by Antin that conforms to a reading of a
generic gendered body, problematizing the history of the nude in Western painting
but excluding obvious references to issues of belonging. Her analysis here introduces
some new readings, referencing Eugenicist photography and issues of ‘visibility and
legibility’ as a Jew resulting in ‘a willful failure to assimilate as a generic subject’.>
Bloom concentrates on lesser-known works by Antin and Rosler, while making the
point that these works are erased from the cannon in order to allow for a seamless
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understanding of feminist art as having a single issue agenda. For example, Bloom
concentrates on works that disrupt the image of the utopian West coast feminism in
the East coast imaginary: works such as Service: A Trilogy on Colonization, which looks at
the power division between women who belong to a different race or class from Rosler,
or work that deals directly with her own unease with the dominant Christian culture,
such as the series of holiday cards entitled From Our House To Your House (1974-78), or a
work such as She see in Herself a New Woman Every Day (1977). Again, implicit in Bloom’s
argument here are the reasons for the choices of which work gets written about: She
see in Herself a New Woman Every Day reflects explicitly on Rosler’s problematic rela-
tionship with her mother; the bifurcated relationship Jews have with otherness and
the majority Christian culture; with class. In other words, this is work with a multi-
faceted sense of self that is not fully containable.

Each of these historical chapters is a vehicle for the author to review broader
themes of feminist history in relation to the differing subject position of the artists.
Chapter 4, for example, deals with themes of silence and an inability to speak as a Jew
in activist or feminist artistic circles. Bloom brings Nancy Miller’s observations of the
1980s to add to Rosler’s of the 1970s where the environment was openly hostile to any
Jewish voice. Both women have since grappled with the complexities of being a secular
Jew in relation to Israel, to competing hierarchies of victimhood, to the economic
success of Jews in the United States according to Rosler, or the ability of Jews to ‘pass’
according to Sondra O’Neale.®

These are important themes that reveal the difficulty even now of speaking with a
Jewish voice and of thinking what it means, especially within the black/white binary
that so dominates the US discourse. Lisa Bloom is aware of this as she suggests
through her explanation of the work of some of the contemporary artists, such as
Danielle Abrams or Beverly Naidus, and also through repeated citing of Karen Brod-
kin’s view that Jews take up a middle ground of ‘double-vision of in-between-ness’.”
These questions need to be explored further, as do the absolute distinctions between
Jews as ethnic under an overriding distinction of black and white as race. Some
scholarship has focused on the need to understand the mechanisms of racism through
acknowledging (in the British context) anti-Irish racism, anti-Jewish racism and anti-
Arab racism, for example, through their different expressions and signifiers in a way
that does not subsume them into an overriding black-white dualism where ‘colour
racism’ is posited as the ‘real racism’.® Lisa Bloom’s empirical evidence, while not
developed explicitly, posits these questions, as evidenced in the work of Elaine
Reichek, for example. Reichek’s installation piece entitled Postcolonial Kinderhood
exploring the impulses and impact of assimilation, includes embroidered samplers
depicting quotations such as ‘I never think of being Jewish until I leave New York’, or
the following quotation that forms part of the work of Beverly Naidus, The Assim-
ilation generation was brought up to conform, to look like the people in the maga-
zine, to be better at being WASPs than the WASPs themselves. Both genetically and
temperamentally she could not fit into the proper role or the right dress.”® Another
work by Naidus that Bloom also explores is the piece entitled You're Greek Aren’t You
(1995) (plate 2), which references Adrian Piper. Naidus’s work is explicitly about not
being able to be placed or ‘pass’, being identified as Other, either from a look or in
some other indiscernible way. Bloom’s critiques of Antin also serves to highlight the
bifurcated position of Jews, suggesting on the one hand that in Carving the ‘photo-
graphic selfportrait depicts an attractive, short Jewish woman’ and on the other,
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2 Beverly Naidus, You're Greek Aren’t You, 1995, in What Kinda Name is That, 1996, laser prints on paper and
mixed media.
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when commenting on Antin’s black ballerina persona, Eleanora Antinova, ‘Antin
seems to suggest that Jews such as herself, who have assimilated to the point that they
are now indistinguishable in appearance from dominant white Americans, can no
longer be imagined as having parents or grandparents who were pigeon-holed by
arbitrary racial distinctions.”'® Doris Bittar, a Jewish artist explored in the final
chapter, hinted at a kind of tyranny of whiteness amongst Jews in New York from
which she feels liberated in California. As I have already argued elsewhere, it is
through the very indeterminacy of the Jew that we may be able to start thinking about
race in a way that can overcome the inadequacies of the black/white binary.!!

The final two chapters explore a range of contemporary artists - Rhonda
Lieberman, Deborah Kass, Elaine Reichek, Sherry Milner, Joan Braderman and
Danielle Abrams — who live and work in New York. What marks their practices is a use
of irony and parody as a selfreflexive device, questioning their relation to kitsch,
popular culture and representations of Jews and women - through the influence of
Greenberg by way of negation. By contrast Ruth Wallen, Beverly Naidus, Liddia
Shaddow and Doris Bittar, active in California, are earnest in their mode of address,
and their work often dovetails with activism. For example, Doris Bittar, a Jewish
woman born in Lebanon, makes work that explores connections between Jews and
Arabs through oral history. She garners the narratives that make up part of the
portraits she makes from a Jewish-Arab dialogue set up by herself and her husband.
Similarly, Ruth Wallen is involved with a Jewish-Palestinian dialogue group and has
made a website-based work drawn from this engagement. Wallen also works with
Chicana women creating performances comprising dialogues taken from family
narratives that allow all voices to be heard without competing.

These last chapters would have benefited by being longer, enabling them to reflect
the range and scope that Bloom has achieved in the earlier sections of the book. Bloom
concludes by arguing for a trans-national and trans-ethnic framework for arts prac-
tice, as distinct from earlier forms of practice that strove to define a singular identity.
Artists such as Wallen and Bittar are indeed working towards a more inclusive sense of
community that aims to counter deeply entrenched antagonisms. What remains
unclear, however, is the current climate towards these artists within New York and
California. Would Bloom agree with Deborah Kass’s point that, ‘it’s really not as
interesting to people as blackness™?'?

In foregrounding the bifurcated position of Jews and the routes that Jewish
identity has taken in the United States, in its complexities, Lisa Bloom is asking
valuable questions. Through her exploration of the impact of assimilation, the power
differentiations between feminists of different cultural, geographical and class back-
grounds, and the mechanisms through which the formation of subjectivity becomes
enmeshed in other identity formations, Bloom is making a valuable contribution to
disrupting current entrenchments. Her particularly important contribution lies in
demonstrating how these themes have played out in art practice and how new prac-
tices continue to constitute complex identity formations that push the boundaries of
previous generations of art practitioners.

Ghosts of Ethnicity is not only a pleasure to read but a timely and brave book: the
issue of Jewish identity in the visual arts has been and continues to be under-theorized
and difficult to talk about. As Bloom points out, even recent scholarship, benefiting
from postmodern discourse, often ignores any impact Jewish-ness may have had on
postwar art practices in the US.!® Furthermore, in Britain there is no audience for

790 © ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2007



REVIEWS

work interrogating Jewish identity. Most artists who are Jewish still feel that they
would be marginalized by making such work. If Deborah Kass’s statement (quoted
above) from 2003 is true then what was true in the 1970s of Chicago, Antin, Ukeles et
al, as framed by Bloom, is as true today. Bloom sums this up:

Their greatest successes [i.e. the artists in this book, particularly those from the 1970s| -

legitimacy in the art work and the academy, recognition by feminists internationally - seem to

have come at an enormous cost, which may have distanced us even further from filling in this

history that continues to haunt us."

Notes

1 Bloom’s work on Judy Chicago and Eleanor Antin
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Expedition, Minneapolis, 1993.
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