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Why can't great artists
be mothers?

A group of rising artists strongly rejects the all-or-nothing, children-
versus-art premise

BY JACOBA URIST 05.21.15
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Courtesy the artist

The art world is full of enduring stereotypes. There's the myth of the
starving artist. The crazy artist. The hermit artist. And then there’s
the childless artist— a woman (yes, she's usually female) so fervidly
dedicated to her craft that there's no room in her life for
motherhood. Indeed, some of the greatest visual artists — Georgia
O'Keefe, Frida Kahlo, and Lee Krasner — had no children. Kids and
their constant battery of needs, the argument goes, are
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incompatible with true creativity. Art is supposed to be an all-
consuming enterprise — and now modern parenting is too.

British sculptor and painter Tracey Emin never had children and
doesn’t think she ever could have. Internationally renowned, Emin is
known for “confessional” pieces like My Bed (1998), for which she
staged her mattress with stained underwear and a used condom:
The work is currently on view at Tate Britain after a 15-year hiatus.
Nominated for the prestigious Turner prize in 1999, My Bed sold at
Christie's for around $4.3 million last July. Just three months after
the record-breaking sale, Emin told U.K.'s Red Magazine that
motherhood would have diminished her work: “I know some women
can. But that's not the kind of artist I aspire to be. I would have been
either 100 percent mother or 100 percent artist. I'm not flaky and I
don’t compromise.” There are good artists who are parents, assured
Emin. Only they're men. Mothers are too “emotionally torn.”

But there's a group of rising artists who strongly reject the all-or-
nothing, children-versus-art premise. Motherhood, they argue, has
increased the complexity of their work and intensified their
perspectives, whether or not their subject matter is domestic life.
And they believe that the art world is slowly warming to the idea that
great artists can also be great mothers.

That doesn't mean art mythologies don't apply. These women — like
their male or childless counterpart s— immerse themselves in their
work to the point of compulsivity. “Art, in any form, demands that you
turn yourself inside out. You must be obsessed for it to be any good,”
explained Cig Harvey, an artist, based in Rockport, Maine, whose
photography has been called “visual fiction” or “magic realism.”
Harvey captures nature and ordinary objects — a bird’s nest, sprig of
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flowers, or woman’s hands — in a dreamlike state. Her new book,
Gardening at Night, and current solo Boston show, explore “family,
time, and nature through the eyes of a new mother.” Despite the
myth, said Harvey, mother to 3-year old Scout, you can be obsessed
with two things — art and your child. Missouri photographer, Julie
Blackmon is known for edgy parodies of home life — a terrified
infant being tossed in the air, (a subject one curator labeled ripe for
cliché). She told Art News about balancing passion and motherhood:
When your kid tells you that he had to eat croutons for breakfast
because he couldn’t find anything else, you know you've gone too far.

“Art is mirroring and life became more complicated and richer in my
opinion after Scout was born,” explained Harvey. “But the world was
also much more terrifying to me.”

Riots and wars in the news— hundreds or thousands of miles away—
feel more acute. In the fleeting moments of daily life— a baby's first
tooth or day of school— parents often become hyper-aware of the
Sanskrit term kalpa, or the cosmic passage of time. Sarah Sze,
mother of two daughters and celebrated sculptor whose work Triple
Point was featured at the 2013 Venice Biennale, echoed the
sentiment in an interview with The Guardian. Now that she had
children, she explained, time was “more significant” and had “more
weight.” And ultimately, Harvey believes, this intensity that
motherhood brings isn't a hindrance — it's “an extraordinary gift for

n

art.

Artist Rania Matar grew up in Beirut. At age 20, in the wake of the
Lebanese Civil War, she moved to upstate New York and studied
architecture at Cornell. While she had done some painting and
worked for a decade as an architect in Boston, she said it wasn't
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until she was pregnant with her fourth child, at 39, that she took
photography workshops. She wanted to take better pictures of her
family, but fell in love with the medium as a way of telling a story and
learning to find beauty in mundane, “nothing” moments (like many
new parents). Matar eventually moved away from architecture and
became a photographer— her four children were her main subjects.
Nine years later, in the aftermath of 9/11 and the Iraq war, she
published her first book, Ordinary Lives, a collection of black-and-
white photographs of women and children in Lebanon—work
celebrating the strength and dignity of humanity amidst rubble and
refugee camps.

“Being a mother has made me a better photographer in every
possible way,” Matar said. “Photographing my kids made me
appreciate how important intimacy is in photography and made me
realize how important it is for me to work on projects I feel
personally and deeply connected to.”

For example, Matar's 2012 series A Girl And Her Room was inspired
by the adolescence of her older daughter, who was “transforming
before [her] eyes.” Matar photographed teenage girls in the United
States and the Middle East, in their bedrooms, which ranged from
“‘Spartan cleanliness to chaotic disarray,” but shared common
imagery associated with teenage girls, “despite all we see in the
media about how different these two cultures are,” the
photographer said. “The journey to womanhood for all these girls
was very similar.” Matar's recent portfolio Unspoken
Conversations captures the emotionally charged and universally
difficult relationships of mothers and daughters. Her latest book,
‘L'Enfant-Femme,” inspired by her younger daughter, will be pre-
released at Paris Photo this November. It focuses on preteen girls,
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ages eight to 12, with an introduction by Queen Noor of Jordan.

The myth of the childless artist relates to an age-old feminist issue,
according to photographer Keliy Anderson-Staley. It's part of the
same question that hangs over any mother in a serious profession:
can she “have it all?” Based in Texas, Anderson-Staley is the mother
of a toddler and a newborn, as well as an assistant professor of
photography and digital media at the University of Houston. Author
of On A Wet Bough, she's known, in part, for tintype portraits, a
photography medium most popular in the decades following the
Civil War. Individuals in her portrait project are identified only by
first name — calling into question how much we can really tell about
a person’s identity from a photograph. “Being a parent made my
need to explore issues of personal identity even stronger,”
Anderson-Staley said. “My unscientific opinion is that photography
might be more open to artists who are mothers than painting or
sculpture, because photography’'s rise in the marketplace coincided
with the rise of feminism.”

On arecent Friday evening in Manhattan, twin 5-year-old boys
handed out Slinkys at a blue-chip opening. Their mother, acclaimed
artist Tara Donovan, the recipient of a 2008 “MacArthur genius
award,” creates large, dramatic installations from everyday objects
—vast moonscapes out of Styrofoam cups and plastic straws. For
her new show at Pace Prints (in conjunction with one at Pace
Gallery), Donovan unveiled a series of prints, as well as a spiral wall
assemblage, based on her “ongoing investigation of Slinkys as
sculptural material.” What mother hasn’t, at some point, helped a
child catapult a Slinky down the stairs? But in the hands of a master,
an old toy becomes high art.
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Jacoba Urist is a contributing lifestyle journalist for NBC News, who
also writes about art and culture for The Atlantic. She lives in lower
Manhattan. Follow her on Twitter @JacobaUrist.

SHIRA RICHTER SAYS:
MAY 24, 2015 AT 1:58 AM

Thank you for shedding more light on the development of this subject. | agree with
all the comments here. | think it's a fundamental subject which goes bone deep. I'm
from Israel and do visual performance lectures around the theme “"Hot Potato called
Mama“. http://forward.com/sisterhood/306223/what-happens-when-an-artist-
becomes-a-mother/.

M SAYS:
MAY 23, 2015 AT 12:41 PM

A good article. | am reminded of a friend who figured she could just stick her kid in a
stroller and make her work. Then reality hit and she became a full time mother. Not
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everyone is good at juggling career and mom-hood. It could be a concentration or a
time management issue, or any of a number of reasons. But here's another great big
reason: NOT ALL women WANT children. Why do we still have to come up with any
other reason than that? While an article like this might encourage more breeding
among artists, it might also make others feel guilty for not putting themselves
through motherhood. The more of those there are, the more business for the shrinks
for them and their kids.
JACKIE SAYS:
MAY 22, 2015 AT 9:00 PM
| think showing artist as mothers is a huge and wonderful step forward. | think using
motherhood as a subject for ones art diminishes the seriousness of the work. | know
this comment will be controversial but | am stating it in an effort to understand my
own reaction. Being a mother is only one of the many roles we women must fulfill. |
try to use all that I am to create my work not just one piece.
JIM MAYFIELD SAYS:;
MAY 22, 2015 AT 5:21 PM
Interesting article. You don't need someone else’s judgement for doing what you do
or their parameters for how you should do it. Artist’s subjects come to them at
different times and in different ways. Exploring the moment is your expression. That
is ART!

SUSAN EVANS GROVE SAYS:
MAY 22, 2015 AT 3:53 PM

Thanks for putting focus on this. It's a fascinating and complex issue that I've been
exploring with my project “Thou Art Mom" http://www.thouartmom.com

There are the very real economics of it (with women making less per piece than their
male counterparts and less sales since collectors are more often men) but also the
fear of perception. Women are made to feel they need to hide the fact of their
motherhood so they'll be taken seriously. One of my subjects said she felt as if she's
been outed.

LEAH SAYS:
MAY 22, 2015 AT 8:00 AM

Why are we(women) so ccritical and hard on ourselves?
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We take so much from all directions, and | have even seen us turn on one another!
Let’s just accept that we are more than capable of everything and anything.
As s health professional, as well as mother, potter, muralist, oil painter, lithographer,
| manage to do what I do in a way that | feel | can. Frustrating at times when | am
pulled out of my art life for “other” things.
Everyone is everything. We must choose which thing we want to be and when -
leaving judgement out of the equation.
MARTINB SAYS:
MAY 22, 2015 AT 1:32 AM
Most individuals are complicated beings. That goes more so for artists and creative
people. What works for one person may or may not work for another. Some people
can write a novel or paint a masterpiece working 9 to 5. Others stay up for weeks or
months until their creation is completed, subsisting on cat naps, raman noodles,
beer and coffee.
MARY TRUNK SAYS:
MAY 21, 2015 AT 7:06 PM
Thank you for writing this article. It's refreshing to hear from mothers who are also
artists — without apologizing for it. | made a documentary film about mother/artists
where | followed four women for more than seven years. It's called Lost In Living.
Here's a link to two trailers: https://vimeo.com/1888976]1,
https://vimeo.com/73727995. (www.maandpafilms.com/lostinliving) Hope you
enjoy. Thanks again. -Mary Trunk
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