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Introduction:

L’écriture feminine is a theory that was first developed by the French-Algerian psychoanalytic critic and writer Hélène Cixous. Since its theory emerged in the early radical feminist era of the 1970’s, it has raised questions about authorship in language and whether sexual differences in biology creates other forms of knowledge. By articulating our physical experiences into text, can we create a new kind of text within the existing language and its institutions? (ie. Western contemporary art) Cixous asks us to re-examine and deconstruct our semiotic connection to the world - by entering into a new space of representation - where language is embodied, emotional and a witness of the phenomenological experiences of women. She believes that women’s femininity has intrinsic spiritual and maternal qualities that need to emerge into what she calls the phallocentric sphere to reinvent the framework through which our understanding, identities and relationships to others are built. 

She is an essentialist and many critics such as Julia Kristeva would argue that she did not support her arguments with logic or facts. In Cixous’ rejection of pre-established male logic and writing, she does favour individual phenomenological experience which could be seen as relative and invalid. But, her writing is still significant and influential. Many artists such as Fiona Banner are experimenting with language and form to arrive at a third space of meaning and possibilities. Indeed. By looking within, we are all trying to arrive at something bigger than us. Her writings, as essentialist and biased as they can be, echo the human pulse to arrive at a knowledge, experience and expression that is balanced, without any contradictions.
Indeed, many female  feminists such as Jill Dolan  point to her as being an essentialist who creates a universal and transcendent position of women which is vague and apolitical.
 The strongest opposition to Cixous’ ideas have come from material feminst such as Judith Butler and Julia Kristeva  who posit that she decontextualizes women’s socio-political realities and reinforces pre-established stereotypes of women by assigning women with “feminine” qualities. Experiences of class, race and sexuality would shatter any monolithic definition of one ideal matriarchal model to represent all experiences of women. Psychoanalytic theorist, Julia Kristeva, sees Cixous’ search for the expression of an emotional and spiritual experience in a new conceptual space as being irrational and imprecise. She has been subject to much criticism for her emphasis and oversimplification of sexuality. However, Cixous still continues to be significant today because artists continue to search for this new poetic derridian space in writing where a critical distance from old systems of power may be possible.
 Like Cixous, cultural theorist Jacques Derrida believes that this third space for thinking is only possible by stepping outside the rational discourse of metaphysics. 
 Where is this third space that many female artists of today continue to reinvent and reinterpret language across various media to find this new conceptual space for meaning. 

Since her influential manifesto Le rire de la meduse ( The Laugh of the Medusa), where Cixous calls upon women to claim their subjectivity by writing their “femininity” into written text, many female authors and  artists have investigated the interrelation between the text and the body from their own perspective to create a new conceptual and semiotic space for language. Artistic work today such as Fiona Banner’s is central to the study of L’ecriture feminine and the negotiation  of new relations of the subject and the Other through this language of resistence. 

What did Hélène Cixous mean by L’ecriture feminine ?  To explore the possible new semiotic and psychoanalytic space for l’ecriture feminine, Julia Kristeva’s pre-oedipal maternal phase will be studied.  The use of personal and poetic language is important in creating new semiotic spaces in language. To understand what it means to write your body with new language and form, personal and poetic language will be explored in Art and Language, Carolee Schneeman and Fiona Banner. 

Background:    Writing as Conceptual Art

The questions which propels Hélène Cixous conceptual art movement of L’ecriture feminine into relevance today ask whether past works of theory continue to be relevant as texts in works of art for women, as cultural producers and readers, now ?  
  If female cultural producers are to be given the same freedom of expression that male artists had, can they exist in the same socially constructed language and experiences which was created by mostly by them ? 

In the theory based art of ‘writing’ in the 1960’s cultural producers such as Art and Language, Dan Graham and John Baldessari 
 were questioning the construction of documentation, especially as it formed a relationship between the reader, the author and the context. To disentangle traditional modes of interpreting art and text in conceptual art in the 1960’s, the form of writing was given new fonts, textures (i.e. paint) and contexts (museums and catalogues).  There was a movement towards dematerializing the modernist emphasis on texture and expression. Joseph Kosuth in Art After Philosophy 1 & 2 states that “ it is obvious that formalist reliance on morphology leads necessarily with [towards] a bias with the morphology of traditional art.” 
  Exhibitions of writing began to appear more commonly as documentation in a catalogue (Art and Language  p.170 PICTURE) or in acrylic and oil (i.e. p. 162 PICTURE by John Baldessari) because theory and langugae in itself was now a form of conceptual art. 

After many artists accepted Roland Barthe’s theories in the Death of the Author, where the idea of the author as the main subject in the creation of meaning  in texts lost its legitimacy, conceptual ideas which provoked debate and interaction with the readers developed since these readers now had more importance in the art making process as a subject in the interpretation of the text.  As the writing in art began to be dispersed into the urban landscape more “democratically”  (i.e. outside galleries), PICTURE  to what extent was the content  and the process involved in creating it including new ways of experiencing the world ? Was this all about reiterating old texts and experiences in a new form and context ?

Just how new were these new forms of writing, if they were coming from a similar voice of authority ?  This striving towards the freedom to make art in new forms and context an emblem for “freedom of expression” remained  personal and theoretical as it did not change administrative, political and social hegemony in real life for many people, such as feminists. By the late sixties, previously marginalized voices from women who were never in the “texts” to begin with were now still far from holding a centralized voice of authority.

One question that arose from the reversed emphasis from the author to the reader with Roland Barthe’s theory, was who was now the subject in the reading, creation and interpretation of text?  For many feminists in the 1970’s continuing to reiterate the same male views in accepted academic texts, without any central position of authority (i.e. as writers), did not make sense anymore. With increasing deconstruction of old  power relationships, female artists began to question whether these new political realities could be represented in new form as personal and more embodied texts. If there was a shift from emphasizing expression and form with modernists, to concentrating on pure concept or theory over matter with conceptual artists in the 1960’s, feminists in the 1970’s, whether conscious or not, were trying to join theory, matter and emotions into one integrated experience where they could feel complete without dominance and imaginary oppositions (i.e. male/female dualism) imposed on them.

In this cultural and political semiotic battleground of the 1970’s that occurred between mind over matter, theory over form and male over female, naturalized systems of compartmentalizing experience, relationships and knowledge (ie. Cartesian mind-body dualism) were being reversed. Radical feminists such as Helene Cixous were searching for a new kind of existence that was not top-down, but more inclusive and democratic to women. They needed to imagine a new kinds of conceptual, political, physical and emotional spaces. Artist Carolee Schneeman’s vulvic space drawing PICTURE (p 234, Schneeman) , as a site for women’s deeper interior knowledge, bears a striking resemblance to Fiona Banner’s Full Stops sculptural series of 1998 (PICTURE), which interrupt the free flow of writing and speech ; they both ask the reader to go beyond words and bring the mind into a new conceptual space of possibilities. 

For material feminists today, Cixous’ idea  about going into a “libidal cosmic and unconscious space”
 seems essentialist and apolitical, yet many artists such as Banner continue to search for this idealized and sublime space in a physical level with different and often ambiguous terminology. Perhaps, it is with the introduction  of ideas of non-duality from Eastern philosophy and practices to integrate the mind and the body together, that a this new space of resolution - which Helele Cixous referred to as the Void and Jacques Derrida as the “third space”- may finally be found in an intelligent, emotional and embodied manner. Indeed, it could be exciting to see how the silenced and most beautiful human experiences of samahdi could take shape in contemporary art and challenge Western concepts of duality.

Hélène Cixous:

In the Laugh of the Medusa, Cixous’s influential manifesto, women are called upon to write themselves into the pages of language by bringing forward their silenced experiences to make their existence visible.  For Cixous, women’s universal or “libidal cosmic strength” is to be found in the free-flowing imaginative “feminine writing”, a place where women  may resist male phallocentric language. Here, women can transgress the  fixed grammatical structure that compartmentalizes and defines words into a limited  conceptual space.  

Helene Cixous states that women need writing to change their semiotic representations. For her, ever women nourishes with the mother’s milk . (p.84, Roman, Miller) Cixous once wrote that , “She [women] write the white ink.”)  This a problematic and essentialist statement because it assembles women into one category and assigns them a maternal role.  However, Cixous does write in metaphors and may be saying that contrary to Lacan’s view of women as the “Other” that lacks, women are not empty.  Her stance that writing the feminine need not be exact does bring difficulties in interpreting her writing.

There is no Cartesian mind-over-matter dualism, as the attempt to control meaning is seen by Cixous as being masculine. This language attempts to refuse to appropriate and accept the self as an “Other”, as the object of outside history, the empty signifier, because it positions women as the subject within their physical reality. It builds connections to the physical and emotional realm. In L’ecriture feminine, women write their bodies first by expressing their experiences on paper. (p.6, Sellers) Language is viewed as an embodied expression which speaks through the body and allows meaning between mind, body and emotion to be integrated, as with Schneeman’s work. 

Cixous maintains that if women write themselves into texts that their realities will return to their bodies so that we no longer are a stranger within our language.  It is the male psychoanalytic theories here the women is the “empty signifier” (Appignanesi, p.96) that Cixous tries to address.  For Freud and Lacan, “women are the sex which isn’t one.” (Appignanesi, p.96) Luce Irigaray, a French feminist linguist, believes that in phallocentric language women exist as the imagined “Other” (the temptress femme fatale) or in a dichotomy of separated dualities such as the virgin/whore one. (p.97, Appignanesi). 

Cixous condemns women for writing in the kind of anonymous and impersonal zero degree style because it effaces women. For Cixous, it is the women that is the personal and the creative. However, it is not only women that is silenced in the language of objectivity. It makes anything personal, emotional or embodied invisible because authority is dependent on distance. In the rhetoric of political and economic language such as the news, what is personal is framed as biased, chaotic and reactionary. Cixous is not just asking for what is personal to be respected but for what is humane as well. 

Her stance on feminine writing is rooted in an almost divine belief in the biological properties of women, which are too often social constructions. She defends her categorization of women by insisting that ‘feminine’ writing cannot be theorized but that this does not mean that it does not exist (p.36, Cixous, the Body and the Text). So, she’s asking cultural producers to communicate and evaluate the work outside language and “reason” . The following quotation explains Cixous’ radical point of view:



Write yourself, your body must make itself heard. Then huge



 resources of the unconscious will burst out. The inexhaustible



 feminine imaginary is going to be deployed.






- Cixous, The  Laugh of the Medusa







      p. 36, The Body and Text

Criticism: 

The strongest opposition to Cixous’ writings have come from material feminists who believe that radical feminists isolate women from a historical context to create an essentialist idea of a timeless universal women. (p.99, Dolan) Cixous is not specific about what feminine qualities are nor how they should be used to write femininity.  Emotion, non-linearity, references of body are implied in her texts; but, this can’t be a recipe for writing for all women.  (p.9 Dolan,) Case feels that by saying that al women are all mothers, Cixous reinforces gender stereotypes where women are nurturing and should, therefore, stay at home with the children.  

When asked to define l’ecriture feminine, Cixous maintains that it cannot be defined because it exceeds phallocentric discourse. She denies that she is confirming stereotypical roles for women because men can also write in this non-masculine discourse. Cixous speaks in vague language but make it clear that female language will take place outside of male language. 

So, how did the material form of L’ecriture feminine manifest itself ? Her ideas resonated in many art forms from radical feminists. Carolee Schneeman, whose work emerged in the late 1960’s, was one of the first performance artists to appropriate her body by using it as a tool to write the ‘feminine”. Artists such as Salvador Dali, Yves Klein and Marcel Duchamp had used the female body in their performance pieces before (p.11, The New Museum of Contemporary art)  but only to further objectify women by using them as decorative nudes at the service of the male author.  Yves Klein, for example, paints female women in blue and asks them to imprint abstract images of their bodies on walls in  Anthropometric Performance of 1960. Women’s bodies become paint brushes for the male subject who represents them as abstractions.     image

Interior Scroll of 1974, extends Cixous’ theory into performance art by exploring what putting an emphasis on the female body, personal experience and text could mean.  Carolee Schneeman uses her body by personalizing it, contesting that meaning is dependent on more than just theory. An excerpt from Schneeman’s film Kitch Last Meal illustrates the narration in Interior Scroll:  It begins with this following text:

I met a happy man

a structuralist film maker

but don’t call me that

it’s something else I do

he said we are fond of you

you are charming but don’t ask us

to look at your films

we cannot look at

the personal clutter

the persistence of feelings

the hand touch sensibility

the drastic indulgence

the painterly mess

the dense gestalt

the primitive techniques

- p.238, More than Meat Joy: Carolee Schneeman

As she speaks about everyday language without clothing, the passive nude of art history is given a voice in her active, naked body and, therefore, becomes a subject of speech. She performs naked in front of a female audience of artists and smears paint on her body to comment on how women are treated as Others in cultural practices.  (p235, McPherson) Slowly, she unfolds a scroll of text from he vagina to criticize the systematic practices in art which exclude women. She speaks about how he films were ignored in the film industry for being “feminine”, chaotic, primitive and too emotional.

Fiona Banner::

More recently, Fiona Banner has also shared preoccupation with spectacle, writing and film. Her influence in L’ecriture feminine is evident in the form of her work. Her hand-written transcription film of film across large canvases is a place where words can change in form and meaning - they can become brush strokes. The writing is both the image and content with no separation.  Language from popular culture is deconstructed by giving a new form to songs from Leonard Cohen, pornography and films about war. She appropriates the letters and restylizes it with bright colours, using the canvas as her page.  The fluorescent letter describing war or porn can appear fatiguing, illegible, emotional and aggressive. The content is altered, with the new form and colour, so that it now includes the phenomenological experiences and commentaries of the author as a woman living in contemporary urban space. Her work plays with the structure of language and how it forms meaning. 

One of her wordscapes, Breakpoint of 1998, describes the action film Point Break. The piece is written using her own words, with spaces in between the dialogue to create further space for meaning.  The words almost look like pixels across a compute or a cinema screen, reminding us that each word conjures up a conceptual world of infinite combinations and possibilities. As the movie becomes more intense, the emotion in the piece escalates with space between the words increasing becoming more narrow and tight. Eventually, the words and action catch up to one another and crash. The writing is now unreadable on the bottom of the screen.

Her canvases which carry a more accusatory tone include You Gotta Lot of Nerve and a song from Bob Dylan, Positively 4th Street.  Between the writing and the movies or songs, there is conceptual art. The mind becomes a place outside of language, where new meanings are produced.

Julia Kristeva:

For Julia Kristeva, “women are unrepresentable except as representation” of male desire. (Catherine Belsey, p.101, Dolan)  She accepts Jacques Lacan’s view of women as the sex which isn’t complete because she sees that women are still defined by their relation to the phallic in language and society. However, she does provide, a semiotic space for women in the pre-oedipal stage. (p.136, Roudiez) This means that she may also be thinking of a third space outside of the male symbolic order.

Julia Kristeva, however, believes that it is problematic to present women as more emotional or spiritual because it causes women to appear less logical or precise. (p. 176, Kelly - Reading  Kristeva) Kristeva defines the women in relation to the phallic sphere, while Cixous resists it.  If femininity is purely a representation of male desire then, where can the woman be found ?

Do you always have to be resisting social constructions of language or talking about what feminine language is not ? Is it in poetic language where new spaces are available to represent previously excluded experiences ? Perhaps by linking language to more relationships with 3- dimensional space that are more embodied, emotional and less constrained, new representations of languages which  reflect more collectivity could emerge.

Is Cixous is still operating on a purely theoretical space if she thinks that by changing symbolic order, experiences of oppression will be eliminated ?

That poetic space:

“The pressing issue for feminists becomes how to inscribe a representational space for women that will point out the gender enculturation promoted through the representational frame and that will belie the oppressions of the dominant ideology it perpetuates.”

p.101, Jill Dolan, The Feminist Critic and Spectator

Contrary to Kristeva, Cixous steps outside the established ideas of knowledge where rational scientific thought is dominant so that a new woman that is not operating from the Lacanian “lack” (that is not defined by what a man is not) may emerge. She uses poetry and personal experiences in her text to provide another semiotic space. 

While poetic or “feminine” language does alter some grammatical and semiotic rules of language, it does not change hegemony. It is not historical. It is not language itself that is oppressive to women (and men). The social political conditions that language confirms as it is used as a tool are oppressive. Language changes depending on who is using it, the content and the context. 

“L’ecriture feminine puts an emphasis on the imagination as an unlimited space where women may be free from the restrictions of language. Language is a symbolic system that maintains its structure by repressing instinctual drives that are associated with the mother.” (p.136, Desire in Language, Kristeva) Both Cixous and Kristeva find the properties of poetry potentially subversive because they transgress, linear, precise speech with techniques like metaphors, alliteration and repetition. It also can make connections to the body through humour or shock, allowing more space to understand knowledge from the body. According to Kristeva, poetic language is indefinite, “it is never uniquely a sign.” (p. 136, Desire in Language,  Kristeva) It can destroy and recreate language and its social codes very quickly. Poetry steps outside the rules of grammar and tensed time into the dimension of the mind.  

Poetry steps away from rational (or ‘masculine’ as Cixous would say) discourse  as it cannot be categorized in precise terms. Because the imagination is connected with the unconscious, poetic language is connected to  the pre-oedipal semiotic phase that Kristeva speaks about  in the oceanic stage before the child learns phallocentric language and creates the woman as other (pp. 135-136, Desire in Language, Kristeva).  In this unconscious stage, meaning is possible, even before the acquisition of language. Here, the child learns to receive and to reject, to say yes/no or categorize. Women can therefore become a space where meaning is formed. (P.98, Appignanesi) Some meaning is therefore possible outside current symbolic language; one that is more embodied and interconnected to a space that precedes the male symbolic order in language.

Conclusion: 

L’Ecriture Feminine in Banner and Schneemans’s work, certainly reversed the western duality between the body and form, or mind and concept, with their attempt to strip or dematerialize art from its pre-existing modernist condition that places a strong emphasis solely on the physical properties of an art object. Was it successful in the unification of mind, body and emotion into one ?    In this reversal of the binary oppositions (male/female) was any “new concept” that was once inconceivable

 formed ?

According to Derrida, a new concept is the result of a deconstructed power relationship, which can only be understood in a new space where critical distance from the old system of power is possible.  This new space, or new concept, “can no longer be, and never could be included in the previous regime” 
 A new context for conceptual thinking in a third space is only possible by stepping outside the rational discourse of western metaphysics. 
 It seems Cixous’s Ecriture Feminine reverses, in theory, previous power relationships but in the exchange of power roles, top-down hierarchal relationships are still very prevalent in the newer languages. Like Schneeman, Banner’s writings also continue a critique on the exclusion of women in society and exist mostly as its opposition.  It does re-introduce emotions (phenomenological experiences) and the body or physical material as other venues from which to create, communicate and print information.

Making a space for new forms of representation where women are not indefinable except as the Other is necessary to change the current symbolic order of language. If personal/poetic language is closely related to the unconscious stage, where phallocentric language emerges from, then it should be explored not only by feminists interested in L’ecriture feminine but by any person wanting to discover alternative forms of discourse. 

A new dimension to this third space could also be found in the Indian philosophical study of advaita vedanta in the Upanishic doctrine of the self, which  implies that this black dot that Schneeman and Banner were pointing to is an abstract representation of the Self with no dualities.  The study of L’ecriture feminine would challenge its own Western concepts of duality in its theory and practice that it was originally opposing, if it was able to introduce a thinking and writing that was all-inclusive.
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