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A gender perspective applied to art-historical research on the history of the Venice
Biennale has so far mainly focused on Mirella Bentivoglio’s 1978 Materializzazione
dellinguaggio (Materialization of language, hereafter Materializzazione) and on the
feminist intervention of Spazio aperto (Open Space), as the first all-women shows
in that context.! However, if we broaden our scope to consider the intersections
between artistic and political expressions of feminism, overlapping the category of
gender with other social categories which fall under the denominator of class and
social position, we can reinterpret the relationship between the Venice Biennale and
1970s feminism as more complex.? Events beyond the realm of visual arts, in the
popular genres of cinema and theater; unrealized exhibitions that placed the visual
arts within a political history of feminism; and Marxist-feminist events marginalized
by the very Materializzazione exhibition can be brought to the forefront in order to
untangle a multilayered, complex scenario for the participation of women artists,
and cultural workers in the Venice Biennale in the 1970s.?

1974 feminist events at the Venice Biennale
Already in 1974, feminist initiatives were not only present at the Venice Biennale,
but were also criticized for taking center stage in newspaper reports, as the then
president of the Biennale, Carlo Ripa di Meana, later recalled with a certain pride
in his memoirs.* The fact that these initiatives, despite receiving press coverage, did
not establish themselves structurally or on a long-term basis, or attain the status
of institutional highlights, can be attributed in part to the chaotic and disorganized
working conditions of 1974. A year previously, the Biennale had undergone the most
significant structural change in its history, transitioning from a traditional exhibition
format to an interdisciplinary, permanent event institution. The years from 1974
to 1977 are remembered as both the most innovative and the most confused in the
institution’s history, marked by politically charged controversies. Decisions were
often made at the last minute. As the institution’s president Ripa di Meana recalls,
in 1974 there were only «34 days to organize a 44-day program of events».5

In the framework of this transdisciplinary venture, which had been hastily as-
sembled, feminists participated in the cinema and theater section. Donna e cinema
(Woman and Cinema) proposed films exploring the relationship between women
and society, exclusively featuring works made by women. It included significant
screenings such as L’aggettivo donna (The Adjective Woman, 1971), Siamo tante,
Siamo donne, Siamo stufe (We’re Many, We’re Women, We’re Fed Up, 1974), and inter-
national films like Agnes Varda’s Le Bonheur (Happiness, 1965) and Barbara Loden’s
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Wanda (1970). Donna e cinema was vital for feminist discourse at the Biennale,
fostering discussions that emphasized the importance of showcasing women’s nar-
ratives in cinema, as noted by writer Natalia Aspesi, who hoped that film would
reveal «the truth of the face, of the woman’s body».”

Dacia Maraini’s satirical drama La donna perfetta (The Perfect Woman) was
organized alongside this.® The play, which narrates the story of Nina, who dies after
a clandestine abortion, was part of a women’s militant theater movement aimed
at reshaping female roles, and therefore the performance was accompanied by
debates and community engagement activities organized in collaboration with the
cultural center La Maddalena in Rome (fig. 1).° These supplementary events garnered
Maraini considerable attention, leading to her being dubbed «lady of feminism».?°

Despite significant media coverage, there were two reasons why these events
were often overlooked in gender-focused art-historical studies of the Venice Biennale.
Firstly, the academic tendency towards specialization can be criticized for neglecting
these occurrences outside strict visual art boundaries.’ Second, these events re-
presented politically charged feminist expressions intertwined with popular forms
like street performances and protests.'?

While interdisciplinarity and the mingling with popular formats was symptom-
atic for certain strands of feminist cultural practice in 1970s Italy as elsewhere,
Italian art historiography has long echoed a lack of interest in the politicization of
visual artists. This disinterest might have been influenced by the withdrawal from
the art scene of Carla Lonzi, a prominent Italian art critic and writer, co-founder of
the feminist collective Rivolta Femminile in 1970, who explicitly refused to act as
Italy’s Lucy R. Lippard and preferred separatist existential feminism to a militant
emancipatory engagement.

Feminism: The Woman as Producer of Emarginated (Isolated) Culture,
1975-1976

Despite being organized in a short time, the 1974 program of the Biennale showcased
a distinctive interest in feminism which can be traced in the archival documentation
of the institution also in the following years. According to the correspondence, the
director of the visual art and architecture sector Vittorio Gregotti started to con-
ceive a grand feminist exhibition as part of a broader initiative to re-evaluate the
relationship between art and society. The first outreach to organize this exhibition
occurred in February 1975, when Charlotte Christensen, the curator at the Museum
of Modern Art in Aarhus, Denmark, was contacted by the general secretary of the in-
stitution Franco Raggi, on behalf of Gregotti. Christensen, in return, suggested Elena
Borstein, an artist and member of the Women’s Collective in the United States, who
gradually brought together leading figures of American feminism, including Marcia
Tucker, Lucy R. Lippard, Linda Nochlin, and Judy Chicago as further collaborators.
The curatorial team was eager to take up the project and in September wrote to the
Biennale with enthusiasm: «we have met» and «we are thrilled».**

The project, titled Feminism, aimed to explore women’s roles and representation
throughout history. It was conceived to begin with the suffragettes and end with the
Women’s Liberation movement, highlighting issues like the virilization of women,
the portrayal of women in male-dominated culture, and the consumption of the
female image in art from Goya to Cecil Beaton. The plan was to realize a compre-
hensive exhibition that would showcase works by notable artists like Georgia
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175-178: iniziative di animazione popolare rea-
lizzate da Dacia Maraini e dal Gruppo « La
Maddalena » di Roma in occasione dello spet-
tacolo La donna perfetta nei quartieri popolari
di Venezia, alla Giudecca e a Mestre (15-20
ottobre 1974).

1 Popular outreach initiatives organized by Dacia Maraini and the group La Maddalena of Rome on the
occasion of the play La donna perfetta (The Perfect Woman), held in the working-class neighborhoods

of Venice, including Giudecca and Mestre, from 15 to 20 October 1974
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O’Keeffe and Louise Nevelson, and a reconstruction of Niki de Saint Phalle’s Hon/Elle
installation from 1966, but also photography, activities of women collectives and
performances, theatrical and film segments, and a seminar featuring foundational
figures of Women’s Liberation (fig. 2).!° Above all, the exhibition focused on singling
out feminist forms of expression and agency rather than merely women. This dis-
tinction was essential, as it positioned feminism to valorize both women artists and
the feminist movement itself, in line with the many events that were increasing the
recognition of women in the arts such as: the exhibition Women Artists 1550-1950
(1976), curated by Linda Nochlin and Ann Sutherland; the publication of Lucy R.
Lippard’s compiled writings From the Centre: Feminist Essays on Women’s Art (1976);
and the first UN-conference on women in Mexico (1975).

On the Biennale side, it appeared that there was a genuine intention to ad-
vance Feminism. The format in which the project was written specifying the dates
(August 15-September 20, 1976), the location (central pavilion), and the budget
(33,000 lire), aligns with what is typically used to present to the board of directors
for approval of funds. Despite this effort, the show was continuously postponed. The
most credible explanation for this situation relates to a shift in the 1976 Biennale’s
theme. The 1976 Biennale was the first official visual arts exhibition after the in-
stitution’s reform, following two years of solely multidisciplinary programming,
thus facing pressure to prove its relevance with a renewed approach.'® Its initial
theme, focused on «the vision of marginalization», was more than apt to include the
Feminism exhibition, subtitled «The Woman as Producer of Emarginated (Isolated)
Culture».'” However, when the theme changed to focus on the «environment», the
feminist exhibition project was sidelined.!® Although the environmental theme was
not particularly innovative - institutionalized by exhibitions such as Primary Struc-
tures (1966), When Attitudes Become Form (1969) and explored by other biennials
such as the one in Graz in 1967 — it was thought to be flexible and sufficiently generic
to allow all participants to align with the topic and enable social investigation at
the same time." For Gregotti the theme «environment» could be considered «an
instrument of struggle or positive affirmation for the relationship with the social
environment».?’ So why was the Feminism exhibition not seen as a way to explore
social struggles?

On the one hand, the answer could be related to the need to differentiate the
art exhibition from the performance and discursive events that took place in 1974
and 1975. On the other, the interests of the curators, while not dismissing feminism
outright, were more focused on other topics. It is important to highlight the specific
position that feminism played within leftist groups. In 1970s Italy, feminism often
came into conflict with leftist student and workers’ movements due to its challenge
to their male-dominated structures. Marxist-feminist perspectives questioned the
traditional view of women’s reproductive roles by rejecting domestic and care work,
but this also revealed underlying patriarchal behavior and created social tension.
Although women enjoyed freedoms such as smoking and wearing trousers, discuss-
ing topics like menstruation or anatomy was often seen as unsettling. As a result,
both feminist initiatives and discussions about women’s issues were increasingly
viewed as threats to the unity and to the perceived priorities of the working class.*
Ultimately, it might have been the political framing of the feminist exhibition, com-
bined with the prevailing political and social attitudes of marginalization toward
feminism, that contributed to the Biennale’s growing disinterest in moving forward.
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Divergent perspectives. 1978 Venice all-women exhibitions

It was not until 1978, following the protests from feminist groups in Venice — Federica
Di Castro, Lia Secci, Anna Maria Sortani, and Riccarda Pagnozzo - that the visual art
and architecture section started to acknowledge feminism and the representation
of women artists again.?? To demonstrate commitment to progress, Ripa di Meana
expressed his openness to new proposals during the Verifiche di un quadriennio
(Four-Year Review) conference, which evaluated the organization’s activities from
its initial term (1974-1977). He also announced plans for an exhibition organized by
artist and curator Mirella Bentivoglio for the upcoming Biennale in 1978.%

La Biennale di Venezia

Ente autonomo

Settore arti visive e architettura

S. Marco, Ca’ Giustinian
30100 Venezia
Telefono 700.311

* Feminism (the woman as producer of emarginated (isolated) culture)

Historical analysis. From the Suffragettes to Women's Lib.
The virilisation of woman as an instrument of social ransome.
In America, in Europe.

Woman in the conventional image of male culture, (sexuality — domesticity),
in social costoms, in art, in religion, in politics.

Archtypes: Madonna - Mother (Leonardo);. Beauty (Botticelli); Sin (Klint,
Munch)s oseeee

Social customs: woman as object, consumption of the female image,
work seen as renunciation of her femininity, the succesful woman as an
exception.

Woman #loday: display of photographs (A woman looks at women: Diane Arbus)
co-operative groups of female artists (New York, Catifornia) selected by
Elena Bornstein. Happenings (groups in California) selected by Elena

Bogmétadin.

d =wiibition of individual artists: declarations of participants
on women's rdle in the art world dominated by men (prepared by Linda Nochlin
and Marcia Tucker).

Seminario with representatives of Women's 1lib., : from Germany, Holland, etc.
The first revolutionary women.
Organiser responsible: co-ordinator Charlotte Christensen.
Project leaders: New York : Marcia Tucker (director of the Whitney Museum)
Linda Nocklin (Art Historian)
Elena Bornstein (artist, member of women's
collecfive group)
Europe : to be decided
Period: September - October 1976

Area: half the area of the central pavilion in the Giardini

Cost: 33,000,000 lire.

2 Draft project of the Feminism exhibition planned for 1976 at the Venice Biennale 3
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Inresponse to Ripa di Meana’s call, the feminist Gruppo Immagine (Image Group)
from Varese sent Vogliamo Vo(g)liamo (We want, we want (to fly)), a document which
emerged from the first Woman-Art-Society conference, in collaboration with the
Visual Arts Union of Milan.?* In it, artists Silvia Cibaldi, Milli Gandini, Clemen Parroc-
chetti, Mariuccia Secol, and Mariagrazia Sironi traced a new course for feminisms,
stating that after years of activism, marked by a rejection of traditional roles and
mainstream art markets, they sought institutional recognition, asserting that «with-
out emancipation, it is not possible to be truly free».?s The Image group proposed
a collective work in two parts titled From female creativity as motherhood-nature to
the control-research of nature. The first section featured photographs of the moon,
representing nature as an image, while the second centered on a pool of water with
tapestries hanging above.? The work Dalla donna alla donna passando per il cielo
(From woman to woman passing through the sky) by Gruppo Donne/Immagine/
Creativita (Women/Image/Creativity Group) from Naples — Rosa Panaro, Mathelda
Balatresi, Antonietta Casiello, and Mimma Sardella — was also presented alongside.?’
Grouped under the univocal title of Spazio aperto (Open Space), the two exhibitions
opened in June 1978, marking the first episode of a feminist exhibition at the Art
Biennale as well as a concrete attempt by the institution to respond to the demand
for equity.?® Spazio aperto, in fact, stemmed from the Italian Visual Arts Commission’s
goal to create a space that was both open to experimental and non-mainstream art
and a regulated environment. Due to the Italian Government’s restrictions on large
gatherings following the rising political violence in the country, Spazio aperto was
held outside of the main venue of the Giardini. This separate location allowed for
a focus on political themes, particularly women’s issues, for which feminist groups
were advocating.?® The original plan for Spazio aperto also included Materializza-
zione, a film and performance review curated by Vittorio Fagone, and an exhibition
of feminist artists from Rome, proposed by Wanda Raheli and titled La follia del
quotidiano (The Madness of the Everyday).*

The project of Spazio aperto, however, met with firm opposition from Mirella
Bentivoglio. She wrote to Gregotti that holding too many women artist exhibitions
in the same venue «would end up connoting that space in the context of Biennale 78
as a ghetto».3 Bentivoglio’s complaints were taken into account and Wanda Raheli’s
exhibition was cancelled.’? Meanwhile, Materializzazione was moved under the
category «special exhibitions», erasing the words «Spazio aperto» from the cata-
logue’s reprints. Bentivoglio’s objection shows that her approach was distinct from
the activism of Marxist-feminist positions and that her exhibition in Venice was the
culmination of a seven-year commitment to her curatorial work (fig. 3).* Her jour-
ney into curation began in 1972 with the Esposizione Internazionale di Operatrici
Visuali (International Exhibition of Visual Workers) at the Centro Tool in Milan,
where Bentivoglio first gathered a group of women artists in the realm of visual
and concrete poetry.* The relevance of Bentivoglio’s work lies not only in the drive
she gave to the recognition of the work of women artists but also in the critical and
curatorial commitment along this and many other exhibitions.? So why refuse the
association with other women’s exhibitions? And why did Ripa di Meana acquiesce
to Mirella Bentivoglio’s request?

The entire situation highlights the authority that Bentivoglio exerted among the
organizers of the Biennale. Her connection with the institution, facilitated by the
prominent figure of the art historian Umbro Apollonio, started in 1969 when she
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In quertalngina.

«Materializzazione del linguaggio»

Alcuni momenti delle Performances: Betty Da-
non, (238, 240); Gisela Maria von Frankenberg,
(239); Paula Claire, (241); 242: un insieme della
mostra.

242

3 Display and performances of Materializzazione del linguaggio held at the Venice Biennale,
from 20 September to 15 October 1978
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participated as an artist in the Poesia concreta (Concrete Poetry) exhibition, and was
fueled by the recognition she gained among scholars, as evidenced by the commis-
sion from the art historian Giulio Carlo Argan to compile the entry on «visual poetry»
for the Treccani encyclopedia.* Her prominent social position, recognition, and ap-
preciation by leftist scholars leading Italy’s cultural discourse, paved the way to Ripa
di Meana’s condescension.®” While Bentivoglio’s relevance is undisputed, however,
social factors must also be considered in her exercise of power —in her refusal to be
associated with feminist exhibitions. Reviews of her show highlight her perceived
«calmness»; her work, it was noted, lacked the aggressive and intimidating tones
ascribed to the feminist struggle.® This comment, intended as a compliment tied to
her social position, reveals instead the unease felt towards feminism by the left and
resembles a tendency towards strategies of tone policing. Although Bentivoglio’s
views were rarely explicitly documented, comments about her attitudes suggest
that she exhibited ladylike manners, marking a class distinction from feminists
aligned with workers.* The concerns of the Marxist-feminist-informed collectives
from Varese and Naples did not match with Bentivoglio’s desire for integration into
the established canon. As feminist artist and art historian Simona Weller recalls,
Bentivoglio consistently supported the women artists she worked with, often at her
own expense, by enhancing their visibility in public displays, entering through the
«front door» and aligning their work with that of male artists and practitioners, as
she explicitly declared in Materializzazione’s catalogue.*’ These qualities made her
a suitable choice for the Biennale, and the most respected figure in this context.

In place of a conclusion

Rereading the relationship between the Venice Biennale and feminisms in the 1970s
through gender and social position has allowed us to explore much more than the
exhibitions alone. Instead of analyzing the arrangements of exhibits within a specific
time and space, the paper delved into theater and film programs, behind-the-scenes
meetings, unrealized projects, correspondence, and the dynamics among various
actors and groups, as well as the positionality of these. Instead of offering a conclu-
sion, I would thus like to open the floor for discussion as to whether adopting an
intersectional approach to exhibition history could expand Tony Bennett’s notion
of the Exhibitionary Complex.*! This concept examines how museums, exhibitions,
and public displays serve as instruments of power and governance — not through
surveillance, but by making knowledge visible and accessible. Within this complex,
exhibitions create a «dynamic order of things», strategically mobilizing this order
in response to immediate ideological and political needs.*? Biennials in particular
play a crucial role in the Exhibitionary Complex as they integrate countercultures
and marginalized discourses, making ideological configurations more flexible. The
capacity of biennials, both in the seventies and in the present day, to perpetually
refresh dialogue and redefine representation underscores the necessity of em-
ploying methodologies that tackle interconnected inequalities, which might not
be immediately apparent in archival studies. As this contribution has suggested,
an intersectional lens may allow us to consider how power and governance not
only operate within the exhibition space itself, but also in the socially intertwined
negotiations that shape the entire process of exhibition production - calling for an
extension of such intersectional investigations into the evolving field of exhibition
historiography.
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