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The exhibition Ladies First! held this year and last was an attempt by the Neue Galerie Graz to 
take stock. It investigated ways in which the female portion within the local art community 
developed in the period covering 1850 to 1950. In this, it was assumed that there were many 
kinds of problems for women artists just to be able to work and achieve success. Only works 
by female artists were presented in that exhibition. The title was taken from the context of 
chivalry, just like the title for the subsequent exhibition: Ladies and Gentlemen. Hollow, 
empty-sounding phrases are deployed here in their contradictoriness, turning them into 
questions, as it were. The popularity of the terminology seems a provocation, yet at the same 
time enables easy access to the subject. 

In the exhibition Ladies and Gentlemen, the period from the present day back to the 1960s is 
considered from the international perspective. The foundation for this is the Neue Galerie Graz 
collection. As a result of the museum’s exhibition and collection history, different priorities and 
nuances in content have arisen, which, parallel to the general development, can be placed within 
the context of feminism and the gender debate. The fact that suddenly ‘gentlemen’ are mingling 
with ‘ladies’ is due to the current discussion, on the one hand, but also to the exhibition history 
of the Neue Galerie Graz, on the other. 

Continuous engagement by the museum with gender roles 
masculin feminin was in fact the title of the Biennale trigon ’79 organised by the Neue Galerie 
Graz. This was the reaction after some ten years to the internationally significant engagement 
on the part of women artists in the so-called second wave of the women’s movement since the 
late 1960s. In the case of trigon ’79, the idea of parity was not just a signal to the outside world, 
it was also meant as something to be presented in the programme. The focus was on production 
conditions, as well as the question of the existence of ‘women’s art’ and pointers towards a 
changed situation brought about by the ‘new media’. After all, it was particularly this newly
developing area within the visual arts of ‘new media’ – and video art, above all – that feminist 
women artists explored for their concerns. It was in this area that new paths in artistic media 
presented themselves, ones that had not been determined and weighed down by patriarchal art 
and art history. 
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In trigon ’79, the direction taken was basically that of very general notions such as male and 
female behavioural roles in relation to a capitalist world order with its propaganda spread by 
mass media or advertising. The attempt was made to discuss ‘changing roles’ and ‘swopping 
roles’, as well as the ‘ambivalence of the experience of the male and the female within a person’, 
thereby offering ‘insight into mental states of affairs of our time, beyond the narrow realm of 
art’. The dynamics from one gender to another, the change in preconceived ways of thinking with 
regard to self-assessment and the judging of others, the change in one’s own body and thus in 
one’s own self, which becomes visible through clothing, among other things, were themes 
intensely discussed in the exhibition masculin feminin. 

Maximal plurality
The third wave of feminism, essentially triggered by Judith Butler’s book Gender Trouble (1990), 
transformed ‘women’s studies’ into ‘gender studies’ and ‘gay and lesbian studies’ into ‘queer 
studies’. While previously the distinction between the biological sex and the gender role was 
enormously important, Butler’s view is that the biological gender is an effect of discourses, too. 
Female opponents pointed out that from this perspective, a ‘disembodiment’ of women takes 
place and that by questioning their female body, women were deprived of their basis to which 
the identity politics of the women’s solidarity movement had been able to appeal up to that 
point. Butler emphasised, too, that she did not deny her basic gender disposition, but that 
questions of identity and ascriptions mostly arose in a violent manner and thus may not be 
affirmed and naturalised. 

As a result, labellings are rejected in ‘Queer Theory’ as violently-imposed ascriptions. From this 
has resulted the demand for maximum plurality and difference in opposition to identitarian 
unambiguousness.  LGBTQI (Lesbian, Gay, Bi, Trans, Queer, Inter) has become the self-descriptor 
of this movement. Not only ‘homosexuality’ is to be met with acceptance; other forms of sexual 
deviancy have to be liberated from the stigma, too. The current spectrum of distinguishing 
categories is more diverse than ever before. Within ‘queer feminism’ there are countless sub-
categories of so-called ‘non-binary gender identities’, in order to differentiate oneself as, for 
example, ‘gender-fluid’, ‘agender’, ‘neutrois’, ‘bigender’, ‘trigender’, ‘pangender’, ‘polygender’ etc. 
Thus, in a neo-liberal notion of freedom, every individual seems to be called upon to choose an 
individual programme of identity from the wide range of possibilities. Gender, sexuality, desire 
seem to be made determinable only by means of the concept of identity. They are hardly seen as 
a product of social relations any more. Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘one is not born, but rather 
becomes, a woman’ acquires new topicality at this point. Her egalitarian view of humans, as set 
out in her work Le Deuxième Sexe (1949), which was fundamental to the second wave of the 
women’s movement, is now being given an added layer of differentiation, so to say.

Ladies and Gentlemen can in no way offer a lecture that is encyclopaedic and systematic on 
developments within the feminist discourse. Rather, in this exhibition the concern is with 
examples of formulation that shed light and comment on the discussion, both historical and 
current. Divided up into five loose thematic areas, the show contains both domestic and 
international artists, seeing itself as providing an impulse within the general discussion and 
exhibition practice of recent years. Outlying positions, today almost forgotten, alternate thereby 
with established works, some of which are popular. The 1979 exhibition masculin feminin is 
documented by several examples and is intended to illustrate the awakening of the present era, 
at the time in part cautious. It is presented here as the beginning of an opening of the ‘feminism 
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discourse’, which has led to some extent to the present-day ‘queer debate’. Swopping roles, 
questions of identity, as well as gender multiplicity are rough focal points of the first chapter of 
the exhibition. A second area is formed by echoes of the tradition of Pop Art from a feminist 
viewpoint. Here we can find representatives of several generations, as the case with the other 
thematic sections, too. The ‘feminism discussion’ is thus carried out in a historic context, too, 
which naturally cannot go beyond selected examples. The topos of war as a ‘masculine domain’, 
as well as the critique of the same from a feminist perspective, form a further chapter, which 
also offers insight into the ‘post-colonial discussion’. Cultural difference, inclusion and 
exclusion, as well as the reality of a challenging, meanwhile life-threatening, situation for 
women in Muslim-dominated countries, can be demonstrated by means of examples.

The body as central location of the discourse 
In a very extensive section of the exhibition, classic topoi, so to say, of the feminist debate are 
presented. For feminist women artists of the 1960s and 1970s, the body (one’s own) became the 
central location of the discourse. Role attribution, power distribution, sexuality and reproductive 
rights were at the time the main themes of the so-called ‘new women’s movement’. The 
distinction between the biological (sex) and the social (gender), as described by the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead, was a significant approach and can also be seen in some of the 
exhibition’s works. At the time – as is still the case today – the concern was with the highest 
possible form of self-determination. The woman as ‘object’, as the ‘property’ of the man, cannot 
and may not be – generations of brave women fought for this. ‘The private is the political’ was 
the motto and battle-cry of the 1960s and 1970s. Artworks dedicated to the exploitation of the 
female body – in whatever form – are abundantly represented in this exhibition. The traditional 
image of the woman, as determined over centuries by male desire and possessiveness, and often 
enough internalised by women, too, is under discussion here. Self-determination is likewise 
reflected artistically with regard to one’s relationship with one’s own body – whether in the 
context of hedonism, as can be heard in the Pop Art tradition and is still fully differentiated 
today, or whether it is the sexual components, which may no longer depend on male notions and 
fantasies. 

The individual chapters of the exhibition are conceived of openly and are not hermetically 
demarcated from one another. In part, they reveal major overlaps, so that some works switch 
from one chapter to another and are still able to unfold their raison-d’etre and meaningfulness. 
Ladies and Gentlemen is not a manifesto, nor does it make any claims to completeness. The 
exhibition offers surprising and in part startling insight into one of the most essential discourses 
within society over the last half century. Hopefully, it will stimulate visitors to reflect, and 
motivate them to commit to real equality of the sexes. 

List of participating artists: Madeleine Berkhemer, Renate Bertlmann, Monica Bonvicini, Louise 
Bourgeois, Trisha Brown, Nancy Burson, Sophie Calle, Linda Christanell, Ramesch Daha, DIE 
DAMEN (Ona B., Evelyne Egerer, Birgit Jürgenssen, Ingeborg Strobl), Veronika Dreier, Eva & 
Adele, Sylvie Fleury, Brigitta Fritz/Karin Schöffauer, Sonja Gangl, Renée Green, Henriette Grindat, 
Elisabeth Gschiel, Maria Hahnenkamp, Susan Hefuna, Hertha Heidinger, Chris Hermann, Peter 
Gerwin Hoffmann, Doris Jauk-Hinz, Anna Jermolaewa, Martha Jungwirth, Birgit Jürgenssen, Soli 
Kiani, Kiki Kogelnik, Michaela Konrad, Renate Kordon, Brigitte Kossek, Metka Krašovec, Barbara 
Kruger, Elke Krystufek, Inez van Lamsweerde, Claudia Larcher, Maria Lassnig, Natacha Lesueur, 
Ulrike Lienbacher, Urs Lüthi, Petra Maitz, Elga Maly, Maryam Mohammadi, Pierre Molinier, Shirin 
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Neshat, Friederike Nestler-Rebeau, Giulia Niccolai, Neša Paripović, Friederike Pezold, Pipilotti 
Rist, Míla Preslová, Ferry Radax, Lisa Reiter, Eva Rosha, Martha Rosler, Verena Rotky, Karoline 
Rudolf, Fiona Rukschcio, Niki de Saint Phalle, Eva Schlegel, Janice Sloane, Pépé Smit, Anita 
Steinwidder, Edda Strobl, Ingeborg Strobl, Sophia Süßmilch, Erika Thümmel, Milica Tomic, Nicole 
Tran Ba Vang, Gabi Trinkaus, Ulrike Truger, VALIE EXPORT, Matta Wagnest, Andy Warhol, 
Christine Weber, Peter Weibel, Clara Wildberger, Hermione Wiltshire, Jana Wisniewski and Xu 
Zhen.


