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The Ladies Have the Floor: 
dialogues on the inclusion of women in visual arts |

Introduction by Lilian Maus

    This book is part of a collection of archives created through the project Atelier como espaço de conversa 
(The studio as a place for dialogue). The project, awarded funding by the Prêmio Funarte Mulheres nas Artes 
Visuais 2013 (Funarte Prize for Women in Visual Arts), consists in creating multiple interfaces1  to further 
dialogue on the place women occupy in the contemporary visual arts world, particularly in Brazil. The in-
terviews gathered here, elaborated by Isabel Waquil, seek to promote first person speech for women working 
in different professions in the art community, creating a primary source for new research. We have sought to 
compile diverse accounts of the system, presenting personal and collective experiences that transverse the daily 
life of artists, curators, critics, managers and, also, women.
    This initiative is important to counter the lack of historiographical efforts when it comes to issues regarding 
women’s role in contemporary art, although there has been a growth spurt throughout the country when it 
comes to research attempts and publications of those who work in the art field’s accounts. Our main goal is 
to generate and share archives that amplify the voices of ten women working in different professions, but all 
inserted in the Brazilian contemporary visual arts scene. 
    We sought to encourage an exchange of knowledge between different age groups (the women interviewed 
here belong to many different generations), as we did in the debate around the implications of feminism on 
contemporary art, questioning how this heritage is affecting us nowadays. In this context, would there still be 
a big difference between being an artist and being, specifically, a woman artist? The same issue is present in the 
fields of curatorship, history, art critique and cultural management. But how can we talk about “womanhood” 
65 years after Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Second Sex” was published, without discussing the complexity in-
nate to the concepts of gender itself? 
    The challenge began with the process of selecting the interviewees, as we understand the feminine experi-
ence is a wider concept than that of a woman’s biological gender – this was the very foundation of the federal 
grant that provided funding for the project. When Virginia Woolf asks “What is a woman?” she goes on to 
answer the following: “I assure you, I do not know...I do not believe that anybody can know until she has 
expressed herself in all the arts and professions open to human skill.”2  When Toril Moi attempts to answer the 
same question in “Sex, Gender and the body,”3 she notes that to define the term “woman” it is important to 
keep in mind that the discourse criteria is subjective, that is, they rely on “who is speaking, to whom they are 
speaking, what they are talking about, in what situation they find themselves.” The author, already one step 
ahead, asks us: “Do women always speak as women?”4 
    Following that reasoning, we wanted to foment the debate on the pillars of gender identity, which are usu-
ally reliant on a binary logic – gender/sex, man/woman, subject/other – and have already been criticized by 
post-feminist discourse. Along the same lines, we recall Judith Butler’s “Performative Acts and Gender Con-
stitution,” where the author defines “gender” as a construct, an identity made up of the stylized repetition of 
performative acts. For her, language is taken as a place of action, where definitions are circumstantial, without 

1  Apart from the book, the project also includes an exhibition, Obscenidades para donas de casa – a dialogue between 
the works of the artists Cláudia Barbisan and Amélia Brandelli, curated by Lilian Maus; a workshop with Beatriz 
Lemos on strategies for working as a curator in the contemporary art circuit; and the book release party, counting 
on the presence of a few of the interviewees to discuss the issues present in the book in an installation specifically 
created by Olga Robayo, artist and manager of independent space El Parche Artist Residency, and a performance by 
Fabiana Faleiros. All events take place in Porto Alegre, at Atelier Subterrânea (www.subterranea.art.br). 
2  WOOLF, Virginia. Profissões para mulheres e outros artigos feministas. Porto Alegre: L&PM, 2012, p. 14.
3 Cf. MOI, Toril. Sex, Gender, and the body. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005, p. 10. 
4 Ibid. 
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the need for a binary gender classification system. This reasoning could also be seen as a rebound of Beauvoir’s 
famous line: “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” 
   Still on queer theory, we would like to highlight Beatriz Preciado’s work on her Manifesto Contra-sexual 
(The counter-sexual manifesto), in which biopolitical steps against the heterossexual regime are described, 
starting with statements that seek to nullify gender limitations, both in discourse and in the human body, 
through technology. Therefore the artist presents us with a cyber-body, and the notion of prosthetics frees 
sexuality from the organic needs of sexual production. 
     Following the emergent use of terms such as “transgender,” the label “woman” itself may sound limiting; on the 
other hand, statistics still point to a significant difference between men and women when it comes to the positions they 
occupy in the art system. Although this discrepancy has started to decrease since the last half of the twentieth century, is 
holding artists’ exhibition, independent of their gender, still different from holding women artists’ exhibitions?
    In her essay A difícil arte de expor mulheres artistas5  (The complicated art of women artists exhibitions), 
Sociologist Ana Paula Cavalcanti Simioni analyses this issue, having the exhibition Elles as a starting point, 
which was held at Centre Georges Pompidou in 2009, including over 500 works from 200 female artists. 
The exhibition came to Rio de Janeiro’s Centro Cultural Banco do Brasil in 2013, prompting a new round 
of debate in the country over the situation of women in the visual arts circuit, as well as forcing us to ques-
tion the place of “feminine art” and the sexist approaches to this issue. Despite being based on a biological 
definition of the feminine, the exhibit gave room to a heterogeneous body of work going beyond stereotypes, 
in a context that is still writing women’s art history. It’s worth nothing that, if we look back at the Academia 
Imperial de Belas Artes of Rio de Janeiro in the late nineteenth century, women were still taking part in exhibi-
tions deemed as “amateurs”6 , despite the active role and the wide recognition of Anita Malfatti and Tarsila do 
Amaral would later have in Brazilian Modernism.
    To this day, as the work of the Guerrilla Girls collective points out, there’s still a degree of misogyny when 
it comes to the policies that make up a museum’s collection. In their famous piece using Ingres’ Grande Oda-
lisque as a base and then giving the “odalisque” a gorilla head, they also included the sentence: “Do women 
have to be naked to get into the Metropolitan Museum? Less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art section 
are women, but 85% of the nudes are female.” Not much has changed since they made their piece. In 2011, 
according to the article Mulheres ainda são minoria na arte?7 (Are women still a minority in the arts?), the 
group released new data showing that the numbers had gone down both in the participation of female artists 
in the Modern and Contemporary art sections (from 5% to 4%), as well as in the number of female nudes 
(from 85% to 76%). It was that kind of data that made us want to focus on creating a historiographical re-
gistry of the works and reports of women artists, even though this process is, in a way, a reply to the excluding 
policies of the prevailing modern art narrative – one so heavily criticized and revised by historians such as 
Griselda Pollock and Linda Nochlin.
    The selection presented in the book reveals a political dimension – we seek to amplify these women’s voices with 
all of the recorded interviews, never before published materials coming from their own testimonies. The references 
throughout the interviews are not always conscious and direct, and the connections are being made within the 
interviews. The testimonies take us to the interviewees’ private and biographic universe, while also including their 
musings on the national and international contemporary art contexts which they are a part of. They also provide us 
with data on the art market as well as the innate difficulties of reconciling a career with motherhood. 
    The book also gathers information on the process of managing independent spaces, projects and experi-
ences in curatorship and teaching, all while contemplating gender issues with a feminist and post-feminist 
perspective of their artistic and theoretical works. Some interviews include excursions through the history of 

5 SIMIONI, Ana Paula C. A difícil arte de expor mulheres artistas. In: Cadernos Pagu. Editora da Unicamp,Campinas, num-
ber 36, January-June, 2011. Available at: http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0104-83332011000100014
6 Simioni, Ana Paula Cavalcanti. Os gêneros da arte: mulheres escultoras na belle époque brasileira. In:   Bueno, 
Maria Lucia. Sociologia das Artes Visuais no Brasil. São Paulo: SESC, 2012, p. 185-210. 
7 RAHE, Nina. Mulheres ainda são minoria na arte? In: Revista Bravo. São Paulo, Editora Abril, São Paulo, number 189, 
May 2013. Available at: http://bravonline.abril.com.br/materia/mulheres-minoria-na-arte#image=capa-189-frida-kahlo 
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art and in their accounts of what they went through in 1960’s - 1970’s, with the military coup and subsequent 
dictatorship in Brazil, we see the silence – marks of those memories permeated by the harsh reality of the life 
in exile of someone who contributed to the fight for freedom of expression. Their speech moves across points 
of views that are feminine, feminist, or a glimpse into feminism.
    Lia Menna Barreto tells the story of her career as an artist, all through the 1980’s, the stories of her life and 
the influence that motherhood had in some of her work, like Diário de boneca (Diary of a Doll). Lia talks 
about diverse aspect of her work, such as perversity, brutality and mimicking the human body. She also dis-
cusses her creative process that includes collecting materials related to the feminine routine in a process that 
Miriam Schapiro and Melissa Meyer have coined as femmage.
     In the testimony of Maria Helena Bernardes, who’s not only an artist, but also works as an art history teacher 
at the NGO Arena, we see an approach that identifies key issues in the feminist historical revisions. Subjects 
discussed include the female artists’ place in art history and the ways in which those historical revisions  are 
patching up holes. Maria Helena talks about the risks of falling into a sexist discourse and the differences in 
the stands of feminist artists in the 1960’s - 1970’s compared to today. She also discusses aspects of Brazilian 
Modernism and Neo-Concretism, with the kind of reflective thinking that stems from a lot of research but 
without losing sight of a more personal view on historical documents. The artist ends the conversation talking 
about her personal path, artistic works as well as recent research work.
     Fabiana Faleiros discusses the multidisciplinary aspect of her educational background, entangling the reader in 
an inseparable flow of life and art, with an approach based on issues dear to post-feminist discourse; she retains, 
however, a lightness and a sense of humor of her own. The fluid and endearing structure of the artist’s thoughts, 
constantly stimulated by associations, is seen clearly in this interview. The background of contemporary art is 
presented in an insightful and critical manner, through which paradoxes and contradictions are revealed in issues 
such as misogyny, social segregation, the elitist aspects of art, colonialism and the exotic view of the other, as well 
as the fears that arise as a woman faces the implied expectations on her personal and professional lives.
    The interview with curator and researcher Bruna Fetter brings us updated data – from her own doctoral 
research – on the art market and the women’s situation in that context. We also tackle the mechanisms of 
value determination for symbolic possessions in the visual arts system, the relationship between public and 
private collections and the mise-en-scène of the circuit. It’s important to highlight the comparisons between 
the national and international circuits, as they show significant differences when it comes to the participation 
of women in them. The researcher also discusses her own professional experiences when it comes to work rela-
tions at cultural institutions and the hardships women face while trying to build their careers.
    Francisca Caporali, artist and manager at independent space JA.CA, raises a few questions on the partici-
pation of women in artist-in-residence projects based on her experience as part of the jury for such projects 
throughout the country, and points us towards the differences in the amount of artists from each gender that 
make the cut, shining light on possible causes for such discrepancy. Francisca also talks about managing inde-
pendent spaces and the problems in reconciling her career with motherhood, bringing in her own personal life 
experiences – not only in Brazil but also abroad, where much of her multidisciplinary education took place. 
She also notes the troubles Brazilian universities seem to have in adapting a more flexible structure.
    Cristiana Tejo graces us with a generous talk on her wide experience in the field of curatorship in Brazil. 
Her panoramic point of view and sociological stance are a result of her work in different institutions, from 
academic research to her work in curatorial projects. As a co-founder of independent space Fonte, she ponders 
all the challenges involved in her efforts as a curator, artist and teacher. Her testimony showcases her critical 
approach towards the demands for productivity as well as sexism, and her goals of living of and for art.
    Beatriz Lemos recalls her experience as an independent curator and as a researcher for public collections, 
the challenges feminism faces today and her research on the works of Márcia X., which resulted in a book on 
the artist’s work. She also discusses her experiences in residences, her views coming from an all-encompassing 
standpoint are a result of her travels and research through Latin America. The fruit of her labor is available on 
the Lastro platform, which maps the independent art circuit of Latin America, which is discussed in detail on 
this interview and also works as a database for a reflection on the insertion of women in this scene.
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    Vera Chaves Barcellos discusses her educational background and talks about specific works, such as the series 
Testarte, as well as Epidermic and Dones de La Vida, all from her feminist and amusing standpoint, present in 
many of her works. She also reveals the motivations for her research, recalling the period she spent in Spain 
and her travels across the globe. It’s worth highlighting her accounts of the 1960’s and 1970’s and her relation-
ships to artists from different generations, which resulted in initiatives such as Nervo Ótico and Obra Aberta.
   Samantha Moreira talks about the developments in her career as artist and manager at Ateliê Aberto (Campinas/SP), 
the changes in independent spaces management through the last 17 years, public funding and its alternatives. She also 
discusses the role of women in the contemporary art circuit and tackles the challenges in the field of culture, based on 
her experiences at  Campinas’ Department of Traffic and Transportation. Last but not least we discuss a few notably 
feminist projects, such as Poemas aos homens do nosso tempo, developed together with the Hilda Hilst Institute.
   Glória Ferreira tells us her experiences as a critic, journalist and curator, and discusses the importance of 
initiatives to document and include women in the fields of critiquing and curatorship. She recalls important 
interviews with, and her relationships to, remarkable names such as Lygia Clark. Glória also recounts her 
experiences in the 1960’s - 1970’s, when she was part of an armed group fighting against military dictatorship 
and lived in exile in Chile, Sweden and France. While in Paris, she was a part of Círculo das Mulheres, a group 
devoted to feminist studies composed of Brazilian women exiled to the French capital.
    We invite the readers to take part in this conversation, to really listen to these ten voices with such different 
tones, rhythms and accents, and all of their modulations and silences we could capture. This is an initial effort 
to question the inclusion of women in the Brazilian art circuit and we also seek to share our own restlessness.      
    We wish you a pleasant reading, as the ladies take the floor…


