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Episode 1: Early Twentieth Century Challenges to Femininity 

Speakers: Rebekka Jolley, Ellye Van Grieken, Jessica McIvor 

 

‘Ladies there is no neutral position for us to assume’: Femininity and Performative Acts in Gertrude 

Stein’s Ladies Voices, Counting her Dresses, and White Wines.  

Rebekka Jolley (Liverpool Hope University) 

 

Gertrude Stein’s opera The Mother of Us All (1946) is based on the life of Susan B. Anthony a social 

reformer and part of the women’s suffrage movement. The character of Susan B. Anthony states 

‘‘Ladies there is no neutral position for us to assume’ (p.70). The politically charged line refers to the 

role of the female no longer being impartial, instead women are to have their own views. It has long 

been debated whether the modernist author, poet, playwright and art collector Gertrude Stein may or 

may not be a feminist. However, she has long played with the female figure and femininity have 

featured heavily in most of her works, especially the critically neglected early plays. This paper aims to 

explore how Gertrude Stein plays with the notion of femininity and its performative acts within her 

early plays: Ladies Voices (1916), Counting her Dresses (1917), and White Wines (1913).  The plays 

explore the performative acts which construct the feminine identity. Stein uses techniques such as 

meta-theatre and non-linearity to alert the audience to the performative and feminine acts that occur 

in the plays. The fragmented dialogue within these pieces plays with the notion of femininity, including 

discussions that revolve around clothing and female domestic acts such as sewing and cooking. The 

paper’s format would be a performative paper, in which the lines from the plays that are being 

analysed will be acted and the performance then forms part of the discussion and analysis. With 

special thanks to actors Cathryn Murray and Allison Bumsted.   

 

She Wears the Trousers: A Historiographical Analysis of Women Wearing Trousers from 1900-1949.  

Ellye Van Grieken (Institution) 

 

“Heaven save me from these strident, efficient young Amazons in men’s clothing”. This quote is taken 

from a novel written in 1937, it is proclaimed by the character Richard, commenting on his 

‘sweetheart’, Constance, that she isn’t “feminine...dependant and fragile” enough for his affections. 

This encapsulates the threat that trousers for women represented, the loss of femininity and the threat 

of independence and loss of male control. The adoption of trousers, a traditionally male garment, 

became a controversial issue and was met with considerable resistance. Descriptions of women in 

trousers ranged from words such as “shocking”, “immodest”, “disgusting” and “unattractive”. Yet at the 

same time represented exciting possibilities, they could be “attractive”, “fashionable”, “modern” and 

“practical”. Trousers for women certainly divided opinion and stimulated debate with implications 

reaching beyond fashion, trousers came to embody the power struggle between the sexes. The phrase 

‘she wears the trousers in that house’ illustrates how entrenched the notion of trousers as a symbol of 

masculinity is. In that phrase, trousers embody the notion of control and power. Even today, the 

column inches devoted to the discussion of Hilary Clinton’s ‘pantsuit’ demonstrates that there is still a 

level of discomfort with women wearing ‘the trousers’. The shift that took women from ‘feminine’ to 

‘masculine’ forms of attire is an important one in history and something that still bears relevance 

today.  
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Defying the Gaze: Women’s Clandestine Prison Photography in the Irish Civil War  

Jessica McIvor (University of Southampton) 

 

In a prison in 1923, Irish Republican activist Siobhan de Paor smuggled in a small, Kodak camera after 

being granted day release for the funeral of a close friend. At the urging of her fellow prisoners, de 

Paor took a series of photographs of the women inmates. These photographs, which serve as our only 

visual record of these women’s imprisonment for political activism and subterfuge during the Irish Civil 

War, would only be made public in 1969 in a memoir article penned by the de Paor sisters shortly 

before their death. At the same time as these illicit images were being shot, prison authorities 

attempted to take photographs of the women prisoners for use in propaganda. These efforts were 

defied by the collective, organised effort of the prisoners who distracted photographers and ruined 

shots. In doing so, these women asserted their agency to remain unseen and resisted against being 

made visible by the male, institutional gaze.  

The role of photography in constructing and reinforcing normative ideologies of gender is well known, 

as is the impact of the male gaze in determining how women are looked at and photographed. Yet, 

photography also offers a way to challenge this through women’s own photographs and the re-

circulation of previously ‘invisible’ images. However, as Patricia Hayes has discussed, when discussing 

this recovery of visibility there is a need to question the patriarchal power dynamics behind how 

women are made visible and further to this, to disentangle uncritical notions of empowerment and 

visibility. The agency of women’s choices to be seen or unseen must be foregrounded in our 

discussions of feminine visibility. Through examining de Paor’s clandestine prison photography in 

tandem with the resistance against the propaganda photographs, I will demonstrate the complexities 

of women’s visibility and the need to centre agency in our work. 

 

 

 

Episode 2: Mobile Femininity 

Speakers: Caleb Sivyer, Devika Karnard, Chrstina Thatcher, Joan Passey 

 

“By looking away she put herself even more on display to me”: Undoing Masculine Vision in Alice 

Thompson’s Justine (1996) 

Caleb Sivyer (Univeristy of the West of England) 

 

Alice Thompson’s Justine (1996) subversively plays with patriarchally-scripted gender roles and, in 

particular, stages for the purpose of critique the asymmetrical model of gendered looking outlined by 

Laura Mulvey in the 1970s. The novel’s unnamed male narrator and protagonist is presented as the 

embodiment of the male gaze, obsessively surrounding himself with what he sees as objects of 

timeless beauty, in particular idealised images of femininity, as well as indulging in various acts of 

scopophilia such as voyeurism and objectification. However, his position as male sovereign spectator 

is disrupted when he meets a woman who initially appears to embody the qualities of his ideal model 

of femininity but who turns out to be self-consciously performing such a role in order to entrap and 

then punish him for his role in patriarchal violence. Taking inspiration from the writings of the Marquis 

de Sade, in particular his twin novels about femininity, Justine and Juliette, as well as Angela Carter’s 

analysis of the work of de Sade in The Sadeian Woman (1979), Thompson’s narrative presents her 

male protagonist with a beguiling and deceptive woman who performs both the virtuous yet 

masochistic martyr role of Justine and the vicious and active Juliette, yet separating them into fictional 



 5 

twin sisters. My paper will explore some of the key scenes in the narrative in order to unpack how 

Thompson plays with ideas about gender performativity in relation to gendered ways of seeing, in 

particular analysing how the text employs tropes and images from both Gothic and Modernist 

traditions in order to highlight or problematize the relationship between gender and the visual. I will 

also look at some of the intertextual relations of the narrative, in particular its dialogue with Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, as well as the already-mentioned works of de Sade and 

Carter. 

 

Complicating the Female Gaze: Representations of Older Femininities in late 20 th Century Indian 

Fiction by Women 

Devika Karnard (Cardiff University) 

 

This paper proposes to look at divergent, and even dichotomous, representations of femininity in 

Indian fiction by female writers. It is interested in the tropes of older or more traditional femininities 

employed in texts against which a younger, more modern femininity is foregrounded, and in defining 

the functions of villainy (i.e. disidentification) and nostalgia (i.e. identification) that this older femininity 

plays for the younger woman protagonist in these texts. 

The paper is interested in injecting a complex intersectional perspective into the reading of fiction 

written ostensibly by, for and about Indian women, which helps to acknowledge the multiplicity of 

women’s affiliations with systems of class, caste, religion, and their location within patriarchal family 

systems as factors which lead to the necessary disintegration of the category of ‘woman’. Through a 

psychoanalytic reading of mother-daughter relationships in two Indian texts, namely The Dark Holds 

No Terrors (1980) by Shashi Deshpande and The Thousand Faces of Night (1992) by Githa 

Hariharan, this paper will attempt to establish the idea of a daughter-centric female gaze aimed at the 

mother, whom the protagonist both attempts to distance herself from, and finds herself preoccupied 

with. This presentation of complicated mother-daughter relationships in the context of late 20th C India 

allows itself to be read into a larger national tussle between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’, vested most easily 

in the signifier of the ‘woman’ and in competing ideas of femininity, as well as a contemporaneous 

rupture in Indian ‘feminist ideas of sisterhood, women’s pacifism, [and] false consciousness’ that 

assumed the integrity of the category of ‘woman’ across their disparate locations in deeply embedded 

patriarchal formations. This paper thus attempts to complicate the idea of the male/female gaze by 

interrogating the ways in which women’s own perceptions of femininity betray fractures within our 

definitions of the ‘female’. 

 

Rodeo Clowns, Cowgirls and Farm Women – A Poetic Response to Horse Girl Femininity  

Christina Thatcher (Cardiff Metropolitan University) 

 

I grew up on a horse farm in eastern Pennsylvania. There I watched my mother, and women like her, 

challenge the traditional expectations of femininity through their daily work. The grit and physical 

strength required of barn hands, horse trainers, and rodeo riders, were at odds with the traditional 

expectations placed on women to be quiet, pretty, clean and obedient. These poems are beginning to 

examine what femininity means in the context of the barn and the female equestrians’ life. They 

attempt to investigate the intersection between female strength and vulnerability; the challenges faced 

by cowgirls in cowboy spaces; and the concept of the ‘feminine’ horse girl. This work also considers 

how horses themselves might act as metaphors for female domesticity and wildness. The poems are 
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drawn from my poetry-collection-in-progress, Breaking a Mare, which won a Literature Wales Writers’ 

Bursary in 2018.  

 

Would You Like a Cup of Tea?: Shirley Jackson's Disquieting Femininities 

Joan Passey (University of Bristol) 

 

This paper considers the complex and confrontational femininities presented in Shirley Jackson's body 

of largely forgotten work. Jackson is cited as an inspiration for authors including Stephen King and Neil 

Gaiman, and while her work has inspired the Netflix series The Haunting of Hill House, and her short 

story 'The Lottery' is taught in schools across the US, her work has largely fallen out of popularity. One 

potential explanation for this marginalisation of her work - which was popular and profitable in the 

mid-twentieth century - is that her narratives centre on disquieting, confrontational, and uncomfortable 

depictions of femininity. Jackson's femininities, often situated in domestic spaces, aggressively defy 

the idealised post-war all-American domestic housewife, and instead present the complicated 

femininities of mothers, girls, students, sisters, murderesses, elderly women, mentally unwell women, 

and vicious, manipulative women. Jackson consciously toys with the idealised, consumer-orientated 

femininity of the 1950s and 1960s, and domestic archetypes are embroiled into her narratives of 

disruption. Women poison their families with sugar, use their sexualities to destroy men's careers and 

homes, and overbearing mothers come to articulate anxieties surrounding race and discrimination in 

the twentieth century. This paper demonstrates how Jackson's work both embraces and rejects 

stereotypical images surrounding domestic femininity to create uncanny images of radical, resistant 

women. 

 

 

Episode 3: Centre-Staged Bodies 

Speakers: Eve Froude, Sarah Merton, Manning 

 

FreeGirlsLive: Labour, Looking, and the Digital Space in Isa Mazzei’s and Daniel Goldhaber’s Cam 

Eve Froude (University of York) 

 

I am to explore the on-screen femininities of sex workers within Isa Mazzei’s and Daniel 

Goldhaber’s Cam (2018). Examination of the isolation of online work, the disturbances of this through 

the doppelgänger figure, and horror that comes with signal and technological degradation in the 

medium of cam-work, will enable an interrogation of the ‘looked-at’ worker. Within the text, eroticism 

metaphorises into abuse, and the digital economy of Cam is rooted within feminine aspirational work 

informed by male sexual pleasure. The woman’s work is predicated on a notion of competition with 

other female sex workers, doomed to fail within Cam as a result of the stolen and violated identity of 

the worker through presence and of their doppelgänger’s commodification of identity. As such, Mazzei, 

who wrote the text from her own experiences as a sex worker—who described sex work as a form of 

therapy— establishes a confrontation between female agency, the capitalistic influence of the male 

gaze, and the performance of pleasure and femininity. Informed by the writing of Christine Holmlund, 

Annette LePique, and Catherine Driscoll, I shall discuss the digressive properties of positioning women 

through the lens of online sex work, the webcam and doppelgänger as the tool and figure in which the 

‘looked-at’ and embodied worker is made vulnerable through boundary violation, both on and offline. 

Violation of boundaries refers not just to the autonomy of sex workers within Cam, but the visual 

disturbances of the online medium. Throughout the film, the image of protagonist, Alice/Lola 
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(Madeline Brewer), ‘glitches’ through video and audio desynchronisation. Not on ly does this call into 

question the horror genre form, as eerie because of the viewers awareness of the artificiality of its 

medium, but enables discussion of what it means to be looked at online and in work, when the 

individual’s image is false.  

 

She’s All Fat: Fat Feminine Identity in the Body Positive Movement  

Sarah Merton (London South Bank University) 

 

The advent of the digital age has provided new media opportunities for the user-generated display of 

femininity. The subject of my postgraduate research, the Body Positive movement provides a current 

contemporary case study to examine how the female form is being reimagined via cyber citizen 

channels. With an onus on the historical framing of feminine fatness within the patriarchal society, this 

paper explores the way the Instagram platform possibly provides a space for an alternative 

performance of female corpulence. The female body represents an established site of contestation 

following its heavily policed provenance, in accordance with prevailing power relations. Feminine bodily 

autonomy has been pursued from reproductive rights marches to SlutWalks, where women have 

sought to reclaim their own body narratives. In our screen societies, Instagrammers are putting non-

conformist body types in the picture frame, on their own terms, often referred to as ‘selfie 

empowerment’. These digital behaviours serve to suggest that the personal continues to be political, 

whereby substantial predominantly female networks utilise their personal profiles as sites of 

networked advocacy to broaden bodily representation. During spring 2020, 500+ body positive 

Instagrammers were surveyed to gain valuable qualitative perspectives regarding the movement’s 

empowering forms of exhibitionism. Findings suggest that common tropes, such as the ‘bikini selfie’, 

continue to cater for the male gaze. In addition, narrow mainstream beauty standards were heavily 

replicated within the movement’s mobilisation strategies. This paper critically engages with how the 

existence of an ‘opportunity’ for social change generation does not necessarily culminate in social 

change outcomes. To summarise, rather than presenting a source of emancipatory retreat from the 

trappings of contemporary femininity, the body positive movement amplified the same lived body 

realities represented by hegemonic beauty ideology.  

 

“Embodying Femininity Through Voice and Body in Slam and Performance Poetry” 

Maria Manning (University College Cork) 

 

Slam poetry is an enduring form of performance poetry, combining elements of spoken word poetry, 

competition audience participation. As in many considerations of oral literature and spoken word 

poetry, there is an emphasis upon the voice and presence of male poets and performers in many 

poetry slams, with the slams themselves often denounced as overly macho environments. As a result, 

many female poets writing within this tradition find their voices marginalised both by virtue of 

practicing the often critically rejected craft of spoken word/performance poetry and by their very 

existence as women performing in such spaces. Nevertheless, considering the role gender has in the 

performances of such poets is a fruitful topic for consideration. In this paper, I wish to explore how 

femininity becomes a performative technique in much spoken word poetry by female poets, physically 

embodying this role as they are centred on stage. Taking inspiration from a statement by critic 

Kathleen Crown, I will focus on the ways that “who speaks and the materiality of the speaking body 

(its race, gender, sexuality) matters” in slam poetry. Examining the evocation of femininity through 

voice and body in the work of poets Tracie Morris and C.C. Carter, I will consider the ways that these 
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poets occupy a simultaneously hyper-visible and marginal space as they perform their work, 

considering the space occupied by women in performance poetries.  

 

 

Episode 4: The Surreal-Feminine: Being and Looking  

Speakers: Alessia Zinnari, Christy Heflin, Nadia Albaladejo Garcia 

 

Open Doors and Old Houses: Rethinking Domesticity with Dorothea Tanning and Francesca 

Woodman 

Alessia Zinnari (University of Glasgow) 

 

In her recently published memoir, Recollections of My Non-Existence, Rebecca Solnit reflects on her 

life and writing, and indicates her first adult home as key to her process of personal and creative 

growth. She writes: “In that little apartment I found a home in which to metamorphose, a place to stay 

while I changed and made a place in the world beyond. [...] I grew to find that the margins could be 

the richest place, the perch between realms you could enter and exit” (Solnit, 2020: 16). Playing with 

Surrealist tropes such as the ghost, the door and the unconscious, artist Dorothea Tanning (1910-

2012) and photographer Francesca Woodman (1958-1981) explore the domestic space in relation to 

the female body, sexuality and creativity. Both artists portray the home as a realm of experimentation, 

metamorphosis and infinite possibilities, but also as a haunted space that can host secret, perhaps 

even traumatic, memories. Rather than resisting or aiming to resolve this paradoxical dimension of the 

domestic, Tanning and Woodman use it, together with uncanny imagery, to explore their experience of 

the world as women artists. As the house is both haunted and safe, beautiful and derelict, so the 

female bodies portrayed by the artists – often their own bodies – are both fragile and strong, ethereal 

yet corporeal. As spectres caught in between two dimensions, the subjects of Tanning’s paintings and 

Woodman’s photographs play with the surfaces and thresholds of the house: they open doors, peel 

wallpaper, creep outside dark fireplaces and try to merge with the walls. In this paper, I will explore the 

ways in which Tanning and Woodman appropriate the domestic space to the point of reaching a total 

symbiosis with it, subverting the viewer’s preconceived ideas on women’s bodies and domesticity, and 

presenting a new, dynamic portrayal of femininity that is as empowering as it is unsettling.  

 

The Height of Avant-Garde Fashion – Hats Off to the Surrealist Millinery of Elsa Schiaparelli and 

Eileen Agar  

Christy Heflin (Royal Holloway. University of London) 

 

Though photographs by Lee Miller, Dora Maar and Man Ray are the most discussed within 

the subject of fashion and Surrealism, they are but a glimpse of the topic. There is also 

Elsa Schiaparelli’s collaboration with Salvador Dalí, which was one of the most daringly creative haute 

couture collections of the 20th century. Dalí, however, was not the only surrealist artist to have exerted 

his creative influence on the skill and finesse of Schiaparelli’s designs. Indeed, British surrealist artist 

Eileen Agar sported myriad hats to the delight of many, one of which featured gloves made by 

Schiaparelli. This paper will focus on two accessories whose significance has yet to be discussed: 

Eileen Agar’s Glove Hat and Ceremonial Hat for Eating Bouillabaisse, both at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum. Glove Hat’s importance relates to the concept of wearable art, which was much beloved by 

the surrealists. Agar also wore a Schiaparelli hat to the opening of the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition at the New Burlington Galleries in London. These hats bore witness to some of the most 
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significant moments in the history of Surrealism as well as a symbol of the subtle ways in which 

women were creating their own artwork and defying their prescribed roles as muses and lovers. 

Furthermore, the Ceremonial Hat for Eating Bouillabaisse serves as a fascinating example of Agar’s 

work in evolution. From its conception in 1937 until its accession at the V&A, the towering hat took on 

many personae, as seen from the pictures which document the piece in 1938, 1948, 1991 and 1995. 

In each of the images, the hat appears slightly different, demonstrating Agar’s influence on the 

evolution of the hat as a wearable piece of art. These hats display the inextricable link between 

Surrealism and fashion; the influence that the movement had on style on both a conceptual and 

sartorial level allowed wearers to become living works of art whenever worn.  

 

Remedios Varo’s Psychic-Feminine Imagery  

Nadia Albaladejo Garcia (Independent) 

 

In 1947 Remedios Varo’s surviving family - her mother and brother Rodrigo - moved to Venezuela, and 

Remedios, who had not seen her family since leaving Spain, decided to join them. During this time 

Remedios was employed by Casa Bayer (1948) to produce some adverts to be published in health 

journals to illustrate various themes including malaria and rheumatism. This commercial aspect of 

Varo has been mostly sidelined, seen usually as a way for the artist to support herself. However, Varo 

was given a great deal of artistic freedom by Bayer in their production, which indicates the importance 

of these works that deserve serious consideration. The experience of pain has traditionally been 

associated with the public male, in these illustrations for Bayer, Varo attempts to disrupt that history 

by offering us pain through the depiction of psychic-like landscapes. Landscapes where the gaze play 

a determining role in the formulation of power and discipline upon bodies. By using Laura Mulvey’s 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema as well as Michel Foucault notion of discipline and power, this 

paper aims to thoroughly carry out a visual analysis of Dolor reumático I (1948), while also mentioning 

some of the paintings produced during this time, taking into account the relationship between the 

gaze, the architecture depicted, as well the figure represented to explore the ways in which Varo’s 

commercial paintings reveal an original and groundbreaking take on femininity and pain.  

 

 

Episode 5: Musings of The Debutante Coven 

Speakers: Molly Gilroy, Rachel Ashenden, Tasmin Petrie 

 

Touching a Feminist Surrealist Eroticism: The Wild Women of surrealism and their enduring 

fascination with hair. 

Molly Gilroy (University of Edinburgh) 

 

This paper will begin to excavate the feminist-surrealist sensual encounter and fascination with the 

ineffable tactile qualities of the corporeal material, hair. Specifically, I shall locate the intricate 

connections of the reoccurrence of hair lingered upon by artists Dorothea Tanning, Mimi Parent and 

Toyen, exploring how they upended the construction of the passive femme-enfant archetype through a 

haptic erotic kinship of flesh and hair. Such focused study on the materiality of hair has remained 

unchartered territory within the histories of surrealism, and I hope to part the strands of such a 

discussion and reveal its carnal secrets. Indeed, Tanning and Parent in particular, harness the 

phenomenon of hair; a material which holds layers of secrets, mystery and powerful becoming, untying 

and re-framing it to unleash a feminist wildness and ferocity of sensuality. Penelope Rosemont 
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deplores in ‘Surrealist Women” that “surrealism has been pronounced dead so many times that few 

writers have bothered to look at the plentiful evidence of its present day vitality.” As such, in 

revisionary practice, I will explore how this tactile and anti-aesthetic fascination of the sensual and 

secretive nature of hair has permeated into the practice of contemporary avant-garde female artists, 

drawing a matrilineage between the wild hair flowing within Tanning’s ‘Children’s Games’ (1942) and 

‘Moeurs Espagnoles’ (1943) and Julie Curtis’s abstract visions of an unruly femininity. Though a 

working progress, I hope to move towards locating a feminine fascination of Wild Erotics through the 

symbol of hair as a central and transformative signifier of both an aesthetic and anti-aesthetic 

femininity, threading and weaving a new tactile pathway of fertile female sensual liberation. 

 

Slippery gender in surreal seascapes: exploring Claude Cahun’s influence on contemporary artist 

Rosanne Robertson  

Rachel Ashenden (University of Glasgow) 

 

My paper will examine the influence of Claude Cahun’s and Marcel Moore’s seaside photography on 

contemporary British artist Rosanne Robertson. While inhabiting the occupied land of Jersey during 

World War II, Cahun and Moore produced photographic portraits in the sea and washed-up on the 

sand to explore marginalised sexuality and gender expressions. Presently, Robertson - whose 

multimedia work spans sculpture, performance and video - uses water and land as a political and 

personal metaphor to reconnect queer existence with nature. My analysis will draw parallels between 

Cahun/Moore’s photography and Robertson’s water- themed visual language in their series ‘Packing’ 

(2020). To inform my reading of the sea as a surreal terrain to “dissolve” heterosexual binaries, I will 

interview Robertson too, discerning the true surrealist influence on their artwork.  

 

Awakening the Curandera’s gaze: reframing the male gaze from a woman-centred, healing perspective 

in Latin American women’s photography  

Tasmin Petrie (University of Glasgow) 

 

This paper focuses on the photographic production of contemporary Mexican women artists, and their 

reversal of the white colonial male gaze in favour of a healing, woman-centred gaze. In doing so, I 

envisage each of the woman photographers analysed as a curandera, the revered folk healers dating 

back to the Indigenous communities of Latin America. In deploying the same healing practices as 

these learned, predominantly women healers, the photographers demarcate a sacred space which 

aims to cleanse the historically male-dominated field of photography of phallocentric oppression and 

fetishization of Latin American and Indigenous women. Moreover, the women photographers I discuss 

often work as a collective, evidencing the enduring significance of women-led circles which mirror the 

framework of the coven. The potential of the coven as a nourishing space for artistic practice and 

mutual support networks also has a lasting legacy within modern and contemporary art; reflected by 

the coven formed by Leonora Carrington, Kati Horna and Remedios Varo upon their arrival to Mexico 

City as cultural exiles during the Second World War. My paper will touch upon the pivotal importance 

of the coven framework to these three artists, known as las tres brujas, whose artistic legacy was a 

precursor to the iconographic turn within Latin American women’s art which embraced the healing 

and empowering potential of artistic and cultural production; a notion which still holds relevance 

amongst contemporary Latin American women artists.  
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Episode 6: Girlhood/YA 

Speakers: Rosie Couch, Lewis Kellet, Heather J. Matthews 

 

Desire, Rage, and Feeling Seen in Emma Cline’s The Girls 

Rosie Couch (Cardiff University) 

 

This paper will explore the relationship between feeling and the formulation of a feminine gaze in 

Emma Cline’s 2016 novel The Girls. Sarah Projansky identifies how, in the twenty-first century, girls 

are rendered as ‘spectacular’, ‘readily available to us’, and ‘fair game for discussion, evaluation, and 

consumption’ (Projansky, 2014). How might The Girls turn this gaze around? What does a girl’s gaze 

illuminate?  

Building on Jill Soloway’s theorisation of the ‘gazed gaze’ – ‘come feel with me’, the gazed gaze says, 

experience ‘how I become as I become what men see’ – this paper will explore how Cline’s 

construction of girlhood provides alternative ways of looking, and of being seen (Soloway, 2016). 

Illustrative of Felicity Colman’s concept of the ‘transversal’, The Girls’ formulation of a feminine gaze 

figures friendship as a ‘transformative’ mode of subjectivity (Colman, 2005). This symbiotic feminine 

look, my paper will argue, awakens its participants to feelings of ‘aggression, desire and rage’ (Abbott, 

2012). In Cline’s novel, these feelings are directed back towards the consuming male gaze, and the 

patriarchal ideologies which underpin masculine ways of looking. When feminine anger is framed as 

‘disobedient and rebellious, powerful and threatening’, this paper argues that further exploration of the 

disruptive feminine gaze is a crucial pursuit for feminist thought and practice (Chemaly, 2018). 

 

Girlhood and Class in Fish Tank (2009)  

Lewis Kellet (Sheffield Hallam University) 

 

Andrea Arnold and her feature, Fish Tank (2009), a film about a teenage girl, Mia, coming of age in a 

council estate in Essex, reflect how the filmmaking tradition of social realism is used as a vehicle to 

discuss socio-economic and cultural issues in Britain. For the purpose of this paper, more specifically, 

notions of girlhood and class.  

Often described as a set of ‘films that show the effects of environmental factors on the development 

of character that emphasise the relationship between location and identity’ (Hallam & Marshment, 

2000: 184), social realism is explicit in proclaiming that it represents and reflects the empirical truth of 

reality, taking much more of an ideological purpose which serves to illuminate social conditions than 

perhaps other forms of cinema. The narratives of these stories are predicated on the tales of the 

marginalised and the oppressed, whether they are working class, underclass, young, old, male and 

female, against the backdrop of an environment which in one way or another facilitates the 

oppression. While the film typically uses thematic tools of the above, this paper will explore how it can 

also be interpreted to subvert these by presenting itself as much more introverted affair relying on 

intimate filming techniques which gives an insight into Mia’s psyche relating to personal experience, 

rather than the socio-economic which is so ever present in other works, positioning social class as a 

background factor working to shape the narrative.  

Therefore, by closely following the narrative and the unique filming techniques against the 

environment in which Mia inhabits, this paper provides a space to analyse and observe the various 

ways in which the make-up of her class condition influences the way she experiences and interacts 

with femininity and girlhood. 
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Act Your Age: Young Adult Literature Adaptations and Casting Choices 

Heather J. Matthews (University of Tennessee, Knoxville) 

 

Young adult literature adaptations are prime pickings for movie plots. In recent years, we have seen 

such YA novels as The Fault in Our Stars, The Perks of Being a Wallflower, Twilight, Divergent, and 

The Hunger Games gain mass popularity when released as movies. The target audience, teens, seem 

to consume these stories and characters with great gusto and speed. However, upon creation, most of 

these adaptations fall into the same trap when it comes to casting – the roles of teenagers are largely 

filled with adult actors.  

With these casting choices, an interesting phenomenon occurs – the appearances, mannerisms, and 

lifestyles of adults becomes translated into teenage expectations. When viewing the adult actor in a 

teenage role, it can warp the physical, emotional and mental expectations that teenagers place upon 

themselves. This pressure, though strong for both genders, can be especially damaging to young 

women; what message are we sending to our girls when they do not accurately see their bodies, 

faces, or lives reflected back to them? What pressures do our teens face when their expectations of 

their appearances and lives do not match the media they consume? 

This episode will look into the issue of casting YA adaptations with adult actors in the role of 

teenagers, and the potential damage that this causes. Drawing from recent movies adaptations of YA 

literature, join Heather as she pulls back the gild of Hollywood to examine what it really means to act 

your age.  

 

 

Episode 7: Masculine Femininities 

Speakers: Olivia Howe, Marth O’Brien 

 

Object First and An Athlete Second: A Short Philosophical Analysis of Feminist Aesthetics in Sport  

Olivia Howe (Charles University) 

 

Despite the search for gender equality within and beyond sport, women find themselves preyed upon 

by the media, being judged for their physiques and their heterosexual appeal. This essay will identify 

two broad aesthetic categorisations which perpetuate woman’s ‘lesser’ status which can be attributed 

the operation of the ‘male gaze’ within women’s sports and the media’s coverage of it: the ‘feminine 

athlete aesthetic’ and the ‘lesbian athlete aesthetic’. It is acknowledged that these categories are very 

broad and, in many circumstances, exclusionary of some sporting aesthetics which women may or 

may not choose to align with. However, it is argued that these two categories are reflective of the 

dominant socially mediated ways of ‘reading’ the bodies of women athletes in Western society and 

therefore require particular focus. This essay will suggest that the feminine athlete aesthetic 

corresponds to the ‘desirable’ and the lesbian athlete aesthetic as the ‘undesirable’ in a 

heteronormative society, and will argue that these categorisations put pressure on female athletes, 

current and aspiring, to conform to rigid labels dictated by social conventions and attitudes of 

heteronormativity. Overall, this essay will argue that aestheticization (and consequent fetishization) is 

immoral and that we should aim to appreciate the female body for its functionality. 
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Masculine aesthetic, Feminine treatment: femininity, women and violence in Shane Meadows’s This is 

England 

Martha O’Brien (Cardiff University) 

 

This is England (2006) takes an unflinching look at masculinity, violence, and the far-right nationalism 

that emerged out of the skinhead subculture in the early 1980s. The visual homogeneity of the 

skinhead group is what indicates their belonging and keeps them safe – and yet, the visual differences 

that remain are reminders that belonging is conditional. In the hypermasculine world of Shane 

Meadows’s England, the only individual who can be totally, unconditionally accepted as a skinhead, is 

the white man. Alongside the overt and aggressive racism depicted in the film lies a covert and 

insidious misogyny. This paper looks at both This is England and the spin-off TV series, This is 

England '86, '88 and '90, to argue that adoption of a masculine aesthetic does little to protect the 

characters Lol, Kelly and Trev from the threats of sexual abuse and harassment that women are 

subject to. Furthermore, Meadows’s exclusion of women from hypermasculine violent scenes paints 

them as playing a non-instrumental role and plays into stereotypes of women as non-violent 

individuals. Since women are excluded from scenes of violence, and any violence towards them takes 

place offscreen, violence towards women in This is England is covert, secret, out of sight. And yet, as 

much as the women in the film might strive to make their femininity similarly covert, they are unable to 

do so, treated differently because of their visual difference. These issues are undermined and further 

interrogated, in Meadows’s spin-off TV series from This is England, where the issues of sexual assault 

against women come to the fore - though violence committed by women remains defensive, rather 

than offensive. In summation, while women in This is England do not appear feminine, they remain 

treated as such – suggesting that femininity is more than a descriptive, aesthetic term.  

 

 

Episode 8: Artistic Disruption 

Speakers: Dorka Tamás, Rachel Carney, Marilia Kaisar 

 

Witches, Contagious Magic, and the Power of Women in Popular Contemporary Popular Culture 

Dorka Tamás (University of Exeter) 

 

In my podcast talk, I will discuss three contemporary ‘texts’ from popular culture portraying witches 

and magic that use the concept of contagious magic. My three chosen case studies are John Updike’s 

novel and subsequently made film, The Witches of Eastwick, the Harry Potter series, and the Netflix 

show, Chilling Adventures of Sabrina. My talk will start by introducing the theory behind contagious 

magic from Sir James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough, anthropological work on religion and magic. 

Frazer established the theory of contagious magic (a type of sympathetic magic) which is an act of 

“magical performance” based on the law of contagion. Traces of contagious magic connected to 

witches and their powers can be found throughout history, such as in the early modern period of witch 

trials.  

In my talk, I argue that contagious magic in Western culture has predominantly associated with 

women (witches) which continue to define the representation of the witch and her power in 

contemporary cinema and literature. In The Witches of Eastwick, the witches use their power to create 

a ‘voodoo’ doll of Daryl Van Horne and take revenge on him. In the Harry Potter series, Hermione 

Granger is the one who creates the complicated Polyjuice Potion that allows the trio to transform into 
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Draco Malfoy and his friends. In the third, current season of Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, Prudence, 

one of the Weird Sisters uses blood magic to locate her father, Faustus Blackwood in a map. 

Although contagious magic is not defined by gender, the three examined cultural texts reveal a trend in 

which witches’ powers are often expressed in their art of creating and performing contagious magic. 

Therefore, the idea of contagion (often leaking) is linked to femininity and magical art women create. 

 

A Creative Response to Strangeland by Tracey Emin 

Rachel Carney (Cardiff Unviersity) 

 

This creative piece will combine two short texts, based around the life and work of artist Tracey Emin, 

producing a fluid audio clip that is both critical and creative, playing with themes of identity, femininity 

and the concept of artistic construction. One of these texts will be a book review of Tracey Emin’s 

autobiography Strangeland. The other text will be a poetic response to the book, exploring some of the 

key moments in the artist’s life. These two texts will be framed and linked by critical and personal 

reflections, exploring the potential of visual art as a means of interrogating and responding to the male 

gaze. 

 

To be fat and to be looked at  

Marilia Kaisar (UC Santa Cruz) 

 

Fatness is a visible signifier of disobedience. Once one is fat, it is impossible to pass as not fat 

because fatness is on the surface of the skin, on the field of visuality. How are fat bodies entering the 

space of the gallery/museum/black box to disrupt the canonical realms of representation? The focus 

of this paper lies on fat femininities with artistic agency who create representations and performances 

that disrupt and redefine canonical patterns of the gaze. Extending Lauren Mulvey’s notion of the gaze  

and using the work of Jose Esteban Munoz on disidentification, Judith Butler's notion of performativity, 

and Rosi Braidotti’s work on bodily matter, this paper explores how fat bodies take up space in the art 

world and challenge dualities of good and bad, ugly and beautiful. The works explored here reiterate 

dominant aesthetic regimes and representations of fatness and femininity to challenge those patterns 

and demonstrate other ways of being. Can art become a medium for activism and engagement with 

different embodied experiences? This paper explores three approaches of how fat bodies can be 

enacted in art through the mediums of performance, photography, self-portrait, and video performance 

to challenge gender and beauty norms. This paper aims to read through the works of the artists Iiu 

Susiraja, Shoog McDaniel, and the Greek activist group Political Fatties as performative acts of 

disidentification. Through the appropriation, disidentification, and reiteration of both Western art 

aesthetics, popular mainstream culture, narratives, and representations of fatness as a monstrosity, 

those artists deconstruct normative patters and create new forms of fat embodiment. This enactment 

and reiteration of the hurtful and disturbing ideas allow those performances to demonstrate the 

breaking point of the neoliberal structure. From this crack, through the excess, new utopias new 

futures and further embodiments can emerge. Fat bodies can be visible, independently, not as 

examples to avoid but as subjects that matter. 

 

 

 

 

 



 15 
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Rachel Ashenden 

Rachel currently works for the National Galleries of Scotland as Digital and Social Media Officer. She 

is really passionate about inspiring new audiences to learn about, and engage, with the fine 

arts. During her undergraduate and postgraduate studies at the University of Exeter and the University 

of Glasgow respectively, Rachel broke new grounds in the study of Léona Delcourt, the real-life 

woman behind André Breton’s Nadja (1928). Her research strives to counteract the biographical 

effacement of Delcourt, to revise the scholarly diminishment of her mental capacity, and to contrarily 

endorse her poetic and artistic ability. She is especially interested in women surrealist's 

appropriation of ancient femme-fatale myths, and aims to conduct a PhD on the subject of siren 

mythology in surrealism in the future.  

 

Rachel Carney 

Rachel Carney is a PhD student based at Cardiff University, with co-supervision from Aberystwyth 

University, funded by the AHRC through the South West and Wales Doctoral Training Partnership. Her 

research examines the use of creative writing as a tool for visitor engagement in art museums, and 

she is working in partnership with Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales. She has an MA in 

Creative Writing from Manchester Metropolitan University and an AHRC funded MA in Museum 

Studies from Newcastle University. She is also a practicing poet, and has worked in the museum 

sector for a number of years. Two of her poems have been shortlisted for the Bridport Prize (2019 and 

2020), and she has had poems, reviews and articles published in a variety of magazines and journals. 

  

Rosie Couch 

Rosie Couch is in the final year of an English Literature PhD at Cardiff University, Wales. Her research, 

co-supervised at Exeter University and supported by the South West and Wales Doctoral Training 

Partnership, focuses on girlhood and the femme fatale figure in contemporary women’s writing, film, 

and television. Additionally, Rosie is co-organiser of the Looking at Femininity sympodcast, and co-

organiser and co-host of the Wales Arts Review podcast.  

 

Eve Froude 

Eve Froude is a recent graduate of English Literature at Cardiff University, where she wrote her 

dissertation on apotropaic rituals, hauntings, and motherhood within Shirley Jackson’s and Toni 

Morrison’s writing. Her work primarily concerns violence against women, often times the ocean, and 

women in horror. Eve has most recently been published by Girls on Tops and Screen 

Queens, respectively examining yonic symbolism and the transactional and performative relationships 

between teenage girls. She is currently studying her master’s in film and Literature at the University of 

York, writing on notions of mess and dirt as it relates to sexual violence, the overspill of trauma, and 

differing concepts of victimhood. Eve is a sexual violence support worker in York, helping to provide 

resources and support for survivors of sexual abuse. She is currently working on the 16DaysofActivism 

campaign, and support with the Small Charities Coalition. In her free time, Eve pretends that she is 

good at tending to her house plants and hopes to one day stop basing her personality on her 

horoscope. Twitter @evefroude is the best place to contact her. 
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Nadia Albaladejo Garcia  

Nadia Albaladejo García is a recent PhD graduate at University College Cork, Ireland. Her research 

interests focus on Art History, Surrealism, Gender theory and Intermediality Studies. Her recent 

writings include fashion and surrealism and ecofeminist readings of Varo’s paintings. She has 

published on Remedios Varo online at Literary Encyclopaedia (2018) and has two awaiting Book 

Chapters to be published, Art, Borders and Belongings (Bloomsbury) and Feminine Plural: Women in 

Transition (Peter Lang). 

 

Molly Gilroy 

Molly holds a distinction in Film, Exhibition and Curation from The University of Edinburgh (2019), with 

her MSc dissertation titled ‘Haptic and Tactile Encounters of the Female Muse within Contemporary 

Female Surrealist Films’. She is the co-editor and co-founder of the contemporary feminist-surrealist 

journal, The Debutante, seeking to redress discrimination in the arts. Issue01 ‘The Feminist-Surrealist 

Manifesto’ launched at The Scottish National Galleries of Modern Art in January 2019 and Issue 02 

‘Feminist-Surrealist Odysseys’ is now available. Molly has presented papers focusing on female 

surrealists at the International Society for the Study of Surrealism (Exeter), Beastly Modernisms 

(Glasgow) and This Woman’s Work: A Kate Bush Symposium (Edinburgh). Molly is looking to pursue a 

PhD excavating the curious relationship female avant-garde artists have with the materials of hair, fur 

and feathers. She has a 1st Class Honours in English Literature from The University of Exeter (2018), 

taking an interdisciplinary approach to her dissertation on hybrid feline-females in the works of 

Leonora Carrington, Leonor Fini and Remedios Varo. Twitter @MollyGilroy_ is the best place to 

contact her.  

  

Ellye Van Grieken 

Ellye Van Grieken is a London based researcher and content creator with a keen focus on making 

academic research accessible beyond the academic sphere. She has recently graduated from the 

Royal College of Art in History of Design. Ellye’s interests lie in identity and performing identity with a 

particular focus on the body. Her latest research interrogated issues of the body on display through 

the representation of mermaids in the 19thcentury. Ellye is currently acting as editor at the Research 

Collective for Decolonising Fashion which looks to approach clothing systems around the world 
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Christy Heflin 

Christina Heflin is a Paris-based PhD candidate working on Surrealism, materialism and marine life at 

Royal Holloway University of London. She completed her master’s degree in preventive conservation 

research for photographic collections at the La Sorbonne and holds a Bachelor of Arts from Louisiana 

State University where she researched the early 20th century Parisian art residence, La Ruche. 

  

Olivia Howe 

Olivia Howe recently graduated from Cardiff University with an MPhil in philosophy, her thesis titled 

‘Overcoming the Femininity Hurdle: Is Sport the Answer?’. Previously, Olivia graduated from Cardiff 

University in 2018 with a BA (Hons) in Philosophy, and will be undertaking a doctoral scholarship at 

Charles University, Prague, in October 2020. In her spare time, Olivia can be found rowing, 

weightlifting, and cycling. 
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Rebekka Jolley is an interdisciplinary practice as research PhD candidate studying the subjects of 

English Literature and Drama at Liverpool Hope University. She specialises in Gertrude Stein and her 

early plays (1913–1919) analysing how techniques Stein uses within her theatrical works translate into 
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Marilia Kaisar is an artist, architect, writer and a Ph.D. student in the Department of Film and Digital 

Media at UC Santa Cruz. She holds an M.A in Media Studies (2018) from Pratt Institute ( New York), 

for which she was awarded the Award of Excellence in Academic Achievement and the Graduate 

Student Engagement Fund. She also holds a Diploma in Architecture Engineering (2015) from the 

Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. Her experimental practice is working in the intersection of space, 
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new media, and desire. Her work has been published in Mark Magazine, Taste of Cinema, Film Noir, 

and Greek Architects. 

  

Devika Karnad 

Devika Karnad is a final year PhD student in English Literature at Cardiff University. She completed 

her Bachelor of Arts in English from St. Xavier's College, Mumbai and her Master of Arts in English 

from Mumbai University. Her research interests are in Indian women's writing, literary representations 

of women and feminism, and the relationship of the text to its political, cultural and religious contexts. 

These interests form the core of her PhD project, which is a study of the representation of peripheral 

female characters (particularly mother figures) and alternative women’s agencies in Indian women’s 
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Lewis Kellett 
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Maria Manning 
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supervised by Professor Lee Jenkins. Her doctoral thesis, titled “Performing Women’s Poetry: An 

Evolving Craft”, investigates the links between performance poetry and e-poetics, focussing on 
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for kids, but is also interested in convergences of social media and visual media with YA literature. She 

can be contacted at hmatt9@vols.utk.edu. 
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protest activity can be organised in the same way as the substantial library collections in her care. The 

hashtag has become a cornerstone of our computerised communication age, but it remains to be seen 
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Jessica McIvor  

Jessica McIvor is a final year PhD student at the University of Southampton and the University of 

Bristol. She is funded by the AHRC South West Wales Doctoral Training Partnership. Her 

interdisciplinary research focuses on a comparative study of the role of photography in constructing 
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Martha O'Brien 

I'm Martha, a first year PhD candidate at Cardiff University, researching spectrality in modern Welsh 

Writing in English, funded by SWW-DTP2. I am interested in the ways the past communicates with 
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Tasmin Petrie 

Tasmin’s background is in Spanish and Italian studies, in which she obtained her MA from the 

University of Glasgow in 2019. Having lived and worked in Mexico for six months in 2018, Tasmin 

nourished a profound interest in Latin American feminist-surrealists, particularly Leonora Carrington, 

who she went on write about in her undergraduate dissertation which explored the revival of the witch 

as muse within Carrington’s work. This year, she completed her MLitt in History of Art from the 

University of Glasgow, having focused her body of research on the artistic production of modern and 

contemporary Latin American women artists. Her thesis was an interdisciplinary study into the healing 
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function as tools of resistance against neo-colonial frameworks and patriarchal oppression. Across 

both her academic research and personal endeavours, Tasmin champions emerging and early-career 

Latina artists and strives to strengthen inter-cultural dialogues between Latin America and Scotland. 

Tasmin is the online Editor of The Debutante, the journal dedicated to feminist-surrealist investigation 
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