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Keywords: This article investigates the intricate relationship between race,
race, gender, and identity within the domain of painting. It delves into
women, the historical depiction of women from diverse racial backgrounds,
painting, aiming to shed light on the intersectional experiences and
intersectionality, challenges encountered by women of colour in the art world.
gender, Through an examination of prominent artworks and an analysis of
artistic representation their social and cultural contexts, this research seeks to enhance

our comprehension of how race and gender intersect in artistic
representation. The study employs a multifaceted research
methodology, including a thorough literature review, visual
analysis of selected paintings, socio-cultural contextualization, and
an intersectional analysis. The results of the study reveal a
historical pattern of underrepresentation and misrepresentation of
women of colour in painting, characterized by Eurocentric beauty
standards, exoticization, and objectification. However, the analysis
also uncovers instances where artists have challenged these
stereotypes and presented more diverse and empowering
representations. By highlighting these findings, the research
emphasizes the importance of fostering inclusivity and
appreciation for the diverse voices and narratives of women in
painting, ultimately contributing to a more equitable and diverse
art world.

1. Introduction

The topic of race and women in painting holds significant historical and contemporary
relevance in the art world. It highlights the intersectionality of race, gender, and identity in
artistic representation, shedding light on the unique experiences and challenges faced by
women of colour. As stated by art historian Linda Nochlin, "Why have there been no great
women artists?" (Nochlin, 1971). This question serves as a starting point for understanding the
historical marginalization and limited representation of women, particularly women of colour,
in the art world.

The purpose of this study is to thoroughly investigate the complex relationship between race,
gender, and identity within the realm of artistic representation. The primary focus of the
research is directed towards examining how women have been portrayed in paintings
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throughout history, with a particular emphasis on women of colour. By delving into the subject
matter, the study aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the experiences and identities of
women of colour as depicted in various art forms.

The research seeks to shed light on the historical and contemporary artistic representations of
women of colour, highlighting both the successes and shortcomings in representing their
experiences. By examining a wide range of paintings, the study intends to uncover patterns,
themes, and cultural influences that have shaped the portrayal of women of colour in art.
Through this exploration, the research aims to create awareness regarding the need for more
inclusive and diverse representation in the art world.

By emphasizing the intersectionality of race, gender, and identity, the study seeks to challenge
conventional norms and biases that may have limited the representation of women of colour in
painting. It aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of the diverse experiences and
identities of women of colour, contributing to the broader dialogue on representation, equality,
and social justice in the art world.

In all, this research endeavor aims to critically examine the portrayal of women of colour in
paintings, both in historical and contemporary contexts. By doing so, it aims to advocate for a
more inclusive and diverse representation, highlighting the significance of race, gender, and
identity in artistic expression.

2. Understanding Intersectionality

2.1. Definition of Intersectionality and its Relevance in the Art World

Intersectionality is a concept that acknowledges the interconnected nature of various social
identities, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, and more, and how they intersect to shape
individual experiences and social inequalities. In the context of the art world, intersectionality
recognizes that artists and their works are influenced by multiple aspects of their identity, and
that these identities intersect to shape their perspectives and artistic expressions (Crenshaw,
1989).

Understanding intersectionality is crucial in the art world as it allows for a more nuanced
analysis of artistic representation. It helps us recognize how race, gender, and other intersecting
identities influence the portrayal of subjects, the selection of themes, and the reception of
artworks. By acknowledging intersectionality, we can challenge dominant narratives, highlight
marginalized voices, and promote inclusivity in the art world.

2.2. How Race and Gender Intersect in the Context of Artistic Representation

Race and gender intersect in the context of artistic representation, influencing how individuals
are depicted, the narratives that are portrayed, and the power dynamics that are at play. The
intersectionality of race and gender shapes the experiences and identities of artists and subjects
alike, resulting in diverse and multifaceted artistic expressions.

In terms of race, artists often engage with different racial identities in their work, reflecting the
social, cultural, and historical contexts in which they create. Furthermore, the representation of
gender is intertwined with race, as artists may explore how gender norms and expectations
intersect with racial identities, impacting the portrayal of women of colour in particular (Hooks,
1992). This intersectional perspective allows for a deeper understanding of the complexities
and nuances in artistic representation.
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2.3. Importance of Considering Multiple Identities in the Analysis of Artworks

Considering multiple identities in the analysis of artworks is crucial as it allows for a more
comprehensive understanding of the complexities and nuances present in artistic
representation. Artworks are not created in a vacuum but are influenced by the multifaceted
identities of the artists and the subjects they depict. By incorporating an intersectional lens, we
can recognize the ways in which race, gender, and other identities intersect and interact,
shaping the meaning and impact of the artwork (Weems, 1992).

Understanding the multiple identities at play in artworks helps us challenge dominant
narratives, question power dynamics, and shed light on marginalized perspectives. It allows for
a more inclusive and diverse interpretation of art, fostering a richer and more nuanced
appreciation of artistic expression.

3. Historical Perspectives on Women in Painting
3.1. Examination of the Portrayal of Women in Traditional art Movements

3.1.1. Classical and Renaissance Art

In classical and Renaissance art spanning several centuries, depictions of women frequently
conformed to the gender roles, beauty standards, and societal expectations of the time. Women
were commonly portrayed as passive objects of male desire, with a strong emphasis on their
physical beauty and bodily attributes. Their poses and expressions conveyed a sense of
elegance, modesty, and virtue in alignment with prevailing norms (Broude & Garrard, 1982;
Schapiro, 1994). This pattern reflects how art mirrored and upheld the dominant patriarchal
values that constrained women'’s lives and identities.

Many iconic paintings such as "The Birth of Venus" by Sandro Botticelli (1485), from the
classical and Renaissance periods featured idealized female figures drawn from mythology,
biblical tales, or history. Goddesses like Venus and nymphs were visualized as embodying
perfection — young, pure, beautiful, and often nude or semi-nude to showcase femininity which
is commonly seen in "Madonna and Child" by Raphael (1505-1506). Even when clothed, the
fabrics were luminous and sheer to reveal sensuous contours of their bodies. They frequently
assumed passive reclining or standing poses that were designed to please the assumed male
viewer. Facial features and expressions adhered to conventions of beauty and demureness.
Such figures represented an ideal of flawless womanhood removed from the complex realities
women experienced (Clark, 1975).

Similarly, women from religious scriptures were sanitized and perfected. Eve, the Virgin Mary,
Bathsheba, Judith, and others were rendered with graceful features, demure or sorrowful
expressions, draped in elegant fabrics or partly nude. Details emphasized their youth, fertility,
and purity. Compositional techniques like downward gazes, hunched postures, and placement
in darker corners of paintings hinted at expectations of female modesty and obedience. The
characters served as moral symbols and exemplars of virtue, disregarding more nuanced
narratives about their lives (Brown, 1993).

Even novel female subjects like the "Mona Lisa" by Leonardo da Vinci (1503-1506) were
framed through the male lens, their mystique and appeal arising from coy smiles, averted gazes,
and other subtle gestures that intrigued without threatening (Kemp, 2017). The paintings
focused on capturing the enigmatic allure and allure of women rather than delving into their
thoughts, desires, or agency.
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3.1.2. Baroque and Rococo art

In the Baroque and Rococo art periods, the representation of women largely upheld the gender
roles and ideals of the time. Women were frequently portrayed as passive objects of beauty,
sensuality, and adornment, seen in painting’s like "Girl with a Pearl Earring" by Johannes
Vermeer (1665). Their delicate features, gentle expressions, and luxurious, lavish clothing and
accessories emphasized stereotypically feminine qualities like grace, gentleness, and
tenderness (Haskell, 1993; Nochlin, 1971). They were most often shown in domestic settings
or as decorative figures, reinforcing traditional gender expectations that women belonged in
the home fulfilling roles as mothers, wives, daughters, or muses.

Paintings rarely depicted women engaging in intellectual, political, artistic, or scientific
pursuits that were considered male domains. The figures of women were there primarily for
the visual pleasure and status of the mostly elite male viewers and patrons of artwork in that
era. Their poses drew attention to female beauty and sexuality. Even when portrayed as
maternal figures, the emphasis remained on women's reproductive capacity and nurturing roles.
Religious figures too were sanitized and sexualized. While artists like Artemisia Gentileschi
created grittier, transgressive depictions of strong women, they were exceptions to the norm
(Garrard, 1989).

Most of the prolific female painters in the Baroque era like Judith Leyster, Louise Moillon, and
Fede Galizia were limited to painting still life, portraiture, and genre scenes reflecting daily
domestic life. The absence of women from history painting, typically considered the highest
art form, revealed the restrictive artistic opportunities for women. Leyster's work strove to
counter her exclusion by mimicking the styles and subjects of male painters in group scenes
and imaginary landscapes. But broad thematic exploration remained largely unavailable to
female artists (Chadwick, 1990).

The Baroque and Rococo periods continued the classical and Renaissance tradition of using art
to define womanhood in ways just like "The Toilette of Venus" by Francois Boucher (1751),
that appealed to elite male sensibilities and maintained the dominant power structures. While
some artists pursued more empowering representations, the prevailing culture constrained most
women's artistic contributions to the spheres deemed appropriate to their gender. Changes
would rely on challenging the pervasive beliefs and social conditions that prevented women's
full participation (Parker, 2007).

3.1.3. Neoclassical and Romantic Art

During the Neoclassical and Romantic art periods, depictions of women took on evolving
features compared to prior styles. In Neoclassical works, women were regularly glorified as
virtuous, stoic figures symbolizing classical concepts of beauty by drawing on ancient Greek
and Roman sculptures (Perry, 2005; Clark, 2006). Their art incorporated these traditional
ideals. Meanwhile, Romantic artists highlighted sensibility, individual expression, and the
sublime within nature, resulting in visions of women as fantastical, ethereal beings situated in
dreamlike or imaginative scenery (Chadwick, 2012; Pointon, 1993). While females continued
being frequently portrayed as passive subjects of interest, emerging works also showcased
strong, dynamic female personalities and exploration of inner emotions (Broude & Garrard,
1992).

Neoclassical artwork frequently cast women in the mold of dignified, righteous role models
upholding ideals from antiquity. They represented concepts like purity, temperance,
refinement, and patriotic womanhood through genteel poses and clothing. Simultaneously,
Romantic works projected the mysterious, mysterious sides of femininity through
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metaphorical, stirring imagery. Women permeated fanciful mountain scapes, flickering forests,
and shimmering seascapes. Artists imbued ordinary females with an otherworldly aura (Gates,
2011).

While objectification of the female form still prevailed overall, some pieces also spotlighted
active, passionate heroines through dramatic compositions. Developing storylines and intimate
psychological portraits granted women new layers of humanity and interior lives beyond
outward appearance. Both styles shifted portrayals, if still within the gender limitations of their
time, indicating progressive steps away from reductionist norms (Reynolds, 2011).

3.2. Exploration of the Limited Representation of Women of Colour in Historical
Painting

3.2.1. Stereotypes and Exoticization

Traditional historical artworks frequently upheld stereotypes and presented exoticized views
of women of colour. These depictions were impacted by colonial ideologies and European
standards of attractiveness. Women of colour tended to be depicted as an exoticized and
hypersexualized "other," validating racial hierarchies and stereotypes (Hooks, 1992; MirzoefT,
2015). Such representations did not merely objectify women of colour but also marginalized
their experiences and identities (Butler, 1990).

Art depicting women of colour commonly framed them as mysterious, fantastical beings
defined by their bodies and perceived sexual allure. They were presented through the male
colonial gaze rather than accurately portraying their humanity on their own terms. Indigenous
or ethnic art styles and cultures were often appropriated without proper understanding or
respect for origins. Context around systems of oppression like colonialism was rarely
acknowledged (Stuart Hall, 1997).

By presenting women of colour as exotic creatures to be stared at and conquered, artistic works
played into colonial narratives of domination. They denied these women agency while
furthering the notion that people of colour exist only in relation to white Europeans. Not only
did this perpetuate harmful assumptions but it also erased the diversity of identities, roles, and
existed realities within these societies. The objectification and othering of women of colour
reinforced that they belonged on the fringes of society rather than enjoying full representation
as multi-dimensional individuals (Harrison, 2019).

3.2.2. Marginalization and Erasure

The scarce portrayal of women of colour in historical artworks also stems from their
marginalization and removal from predominant artistic storylines. Histories of art have largely
concentrated on productions by white male creators, overlooking additions from and points of
view of women of colour. This created an absence of visibility and acknowledgment for their
artistic accomplishments, continuing the marginalization cycle (Nochlin, 2015). Excluding
women of colour from historical depictions fortifies existing power dynamics, implying their
narratives and lived realities are unimportant and not deserving of commemoration (Hooks,
2016).

By focusing almost exclusively on white male artists as the focal points of art assessment and
appreciation, women and minorities receive little recognition. Their absence suggests they held
insignificant sway over artistic advancement. This discounts their creative sophistication and
innovations, helping confirm exclusionary industry standards (Parker, 2018). Keeping women
of colour on the artwork sidelines denies their voices, relegating them to perpetual outsider
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status. When art chronicles omit their illustrations of key events and social settings, it feeds
into broader social erasure and "othering" of diverse populations (D'Souza, 2019). More
inclusive accounting of art history challenges prescribed hierarchies and spotlights suppressed
perspectives and talents (Perry, 2020).

4. Contemporary Art and Intersectional Representation

4.1. Shifts in Artistic Perspectives and the Rise of Intersectional Feminism

In the recent past, there have been considerable changes in artistic viewpoints, occurring
alongside the growth of intersectional feminism. Creators are disputing long-held conventions
and investigating more varied and comprehensive stories in their creations. Intersectional
feminism understands the interwoven nature of different kinds of disadvantage, such as those
involving race, gender, socioeconomic class, and so on, while bringing attention to the realities
faced by marginalized groups (Crenshaw, 1991). This evolution in perspective has resulted in
a broader portrayal of women, especially women of colour, within modern art.

Artists are challenging stereotypical or singular representations of femininity and feminism.
They seek to capture the diversity and complexity of the female experience across various
social locations. Portrayals increasingly feature multi-dimensional female subjects engaging in
a wide range of activities and pursuits. Creators explore ideas like cultural identity, oppression,
resistance, empowerment and solidarity. Works highlight interconnections between gender,
other social positions, and how they shape lived realities.

A wider array of female experiences are entering the fine art world through complex characters
and authentic narratives. Artists acknowledge the intersectional nature of discrimination and
how it impacts women differently based on additional factors like ethnicity. They push against
restrictive gender scripts and oppressive beauty standards, representing women as fully-formed
individuals rather than objects. Contemporary art also spotlights underrepresented female
historical figures and stories from the margins.

This shift embraces diversity as a strength while critiquing the dominant narrative's tendency
to ignore or downplay non-traditional experiences. It challenges consumers to examine biases
and assumptions through thoughtful artistic depictions. In showcasing a multiplicity of
authentic female stories, these works enhance cultural understandings and push social change
forward at their intersecting roots.

4.2. Analysis of Contemporary Artworks that Challenge Traditional Beauty Standards
and Address Racial and Gender Inequality

4.2.1. Artists Who Center Women of Colour in Their Work

Numerous contemporary creators are deliberately disputing conventional norms of
attractiveness and tackling racial and gender inequity by giving central focus to women of
colour through their artworks. These artists leverage their platforms to commemorate the
multiplicity and perseverance of women of colour while also challenging dominant narratives.
For example, Mickalene Thomas “Le déjeuner sur l'herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires, 2010”
generates exuberant and potent portraits of Black women that unsettle ideals of beauty and
womanhood (Brockington, 2012). Kerry James Marshall's paintings depict Black women with
dignity and authority, re-envisioning their portrayal throughout art history (Ratnam, 2016).
These and other artists not only craft visually striking pieces but also spark important public
discussions tied to representation and social justice.
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Thomas utilizes vibrant colour palettes and mixed media to spotlight the full humanity in Black
female existence, countering narrow depictions that confine beauty or ignore adversity.
Marshall “Untitled (Painter), 2009 populates his historical-inspired canvases with empowered
Black female figures in control of their own narratives rather than passive props. In place of
stereotypes, both celebrate diversity within Black communities through compelling works.
Beyond aesthetics, their art raises social-political issues and amplifies suppressed voices,
reflecting the lived realities of those long relegated to society's edges.

By spotlighting experiences of women of colour as subjects instead of rare inclusions, these
creative provocateurs expand perceptions of whose lives and visages deserve appreciation.
Their artwork inspires overdue analysis of prejudices baked into establishment views while
inspiring pride in oft-ignored identities.

4.2.2. Reclaiming Narratives and Challenging Stereotypes

Modern artists are proactively reappropriating stories and disputing stereotypes through their
creative works, specifically related to racial and gender inequity. They aim to interrupt and
subvert predominant standards of beauty by showcasing alternate viewpoints and accounts. For
example, Kara Walker’s "Gone: An Historical Romance of a Civil War as It Occurred Between
the Dusky Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart" (1994), deploys silhouettes to
investigate the history of enslavement and its impacts on Black women, challenging the
oversimplified portrayals of Black femininity that were widely accepted (Enwezor, 2008).
Njideka Akunyili Crosby "Dwell: Aso Ebi" (2017), amalgamates collage methods to craft
layered, nuanced compositions which oppose presumptions regarding race and character
(Cornell Fine Arts Museum, 2019). These artists, along with others, strengthen marginalized
collectives by reclaiming ownership of their tales and disputing societal norms.

Through innovative styles and mediums, they spotlight neglected narratives and piece together
a more complete picture of diverse histories and experiences. Walker illuminates the
oppression of Black womanhood that was commonly downplayed or ignored. Crosby injects
complexity into discussions of multiracial identity typically reduced to tropes. Their works
grant agency, inserting overlooked populations into prominent sectors of culture that formerly
excluded them.

By challenging restrictive frameworks and introducing fresh contexts, these creators take back
interpretive authority. No longer content with society telling their stories through a single lens,
they fill representational gaps and disseminate counternarratives through compelling visions.
In the process, they encourage the appreciation of a plurality of beauty beyond the confines of
antiquated biases. Empowered communities progress social understanding by showcasing the
authentic richness within lives along the margins.

5. The Role of Institutions and Curatorial Practices

5.1. Examination of the Art World's Role in Shaping Representation

As a major cultural institution, the art world plays a significant role in shaping representation
and influencing societal perceptions and norms. The choices made by powerful actors in the
art world, such as curators, gallerists, collectors, critics and prize committees, have the power
to either reinforce dominant narratives or challenge the status quo by promoting
underrepresented voices.

For instance, art museums can perpetuate narrow Eurocentric, white, male perspectives by
primarily exhibiting and collecting art made by this demographic. However, museums also
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have the opportunity to counter these dominant narratives by curating exhibits that highlight
marginalized identities and experiences, such as shows focused on women artists, artists of
colour, queer artists or artists with disabilities.

Likewise, when prestigious galleries choose to represent artists from dominant backgrounds,
they reinforce assumptions about who is considered an important artist in society. But galleries
can instead expand representation by diversifying their rosters and shows, providing crucial
institutional validation for artists from marginalized groups.

Critics and arts publications also play a key role, as their reviews and features have the power
to shape artistic canons and public perceptions about what and who constitutes important art.
When they predominantly cover work by established or privileged artists, it further sidelines
others. But critics can drive equity by ensuring balanced coverage and constructive critique.

Finally, coveted art prizes continue cycles of exclusion when juries consistently award
dominant groups. However, they present opportunities to elevate new voices by selecting a
diverse range of recipients.

In essence, the art world perpetuates systems of power, but also harbors unique potential to
disrupt these systems. As major tastemakers, the art world must recognize representation gaps
and leverage its platforms to create cultural shifts, tell untold stories, and achieve equity in the
arts.

5.2. Importance of Diverse Curatorial Practices and Exhibitions

In order to promote inclusivity and equity, art institutions must embrace diverse curatorial
practices that actively counter traditional power imbalances within the art world. For far too
long, museum collections and exhibitions have been dominated by the perspectives of white,
Western, and male artists, reflecting the views of those in positions of power. Curators can play
a vital role in disrupting this homogeneity by consciously seeking out and elevating voices that
have been silenced, undervalued or excluded.

Intentionally curating exhibits that feature work by artists from marginalized identities and
backgrounds—such as women, people of colour, artists with disabilities, and Indigenous
communities—is an impactful way to dismantle barriers to representation. Providing platforms
for these artists, along with the stories and unique viewpoints their work expresses, can
profoundly shape public discourse. Distinct from tokenism, the goal is to structurally transform
institutional practice, not just make incremental additions.

Curators committed to inclusion also pay close attention to the interpretive materials
accompanying exhibitions, ensuring they contextualize the art and artists without reinforcing
dominant narratives or stereotypes. Gallery spaces themselves can be reconsidered, moving
beyond conventional white cube spaces to embrace community-centered practices.

Additionally, cultivating partnerships with artists and organizations rooted within marginalized
communities allows for more authentic collaboration. This may involve co-curation, power-
sharing, or even handing over full curatorial decisions to those with lived experiences.

By embracing an ethos of Representation requires institutions to reflect carefully on their own
power and privilege. Through proactive, holistic measures, curators can center equity,
illuminate untold stories, and provide a platform for voices our society desperately needs to
hear. This has the power to drive institutional and societal change.
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5.3. Strategies for Promoting Inclusivity in art Institutions

Promoting inclusivity in art institutions requires intentional efforts to address historical biases
and create spaces that are welcoming and representative of diverse perspectives. Some
strategies for achieving this include:

1. Diversifying Leadership: Actively seek out and appoint individuals from
underrepresented communities in leadership positions within art institutions. This helps
ensure that decision-making processes and programming reflect a broader range of
perspectives (Mason, 2018).

2. Exhibition Curation: Curate exhibitions that feature artists from diverse backgrounds
and explore themes of social justice, identity, and inclusivity. This provides
opportunities for marginalized artists to have their work showcased and engages
audiences in critical discussions (Becker, 2018).

3. Community Engagement: Foster meaningful relationships with local communities,
particularly those that have been historically marginalized. Collaborate with
community organizations, host inclusive events, and provide platforms for community
members to share their stories and perspectives through art (Tavin, 2019).

6. Conclusion

This paper has examined the important role of contemporary art in challenging representations
of marginalized groups, particularly women of colour. Several key themes have emerged.
Certain artists play a pivotal part in dismantling traditional beauty standards and addressing
intersectional issues. By centering women of colour in dynamic works, artists like Mickalene
Thomas and Kerry James Marshall disrupt outdated norms. Additionally, reclaiming narratives
and subverting stereotypes are common strategies. Kara Walker and Njideka Akunyili Crosby
craft impactful pieces empowering women and other underrepresented communities.

The art world holds influence over representation by selecting certain artworks, exhibits, and
artists for promotion. It can either reinforce or challenge prevailing narratives. Diverse
curatorial practices and exhibitions that further inclusivity help break down barriers artists face.
They provide increased visibility, especially for women of colour, while challenging
established power structures. Promoting inclusion also involves tactics like diversifying
institutional leadership. Curating shows highlighting varied artists and engaging local
communities spreads representation. Overall, contemporary art illuminates marginalized
perspectives and fuels crucial discussions around social justice.

It is crucial to emphasize the ongoing need to explore intersectionality in artistic representation.
Intersectionality recognizes that individuals experience multiple forms of oppression and
privilege based on intersecting identities of race, gender, sexuality, class and more. Artistic
works should reflect this complexity and challenge one-dimensional narratives. By delving into
intersectional identity aspects, artists can create pieces authentically representing marginalized
communities' lived experiences. This exploration helps dismantle historic barriers excluding
certain voices and perspectives from the mainstream art world. Artists, curators, and
institutions must continually examine intersectionality in their practices. This includes
meaningful engagement with diverse artists, encouraging dialogue and collaboration, and
promoting spaces where intersectional stories can thrive. Such efforts contribute to a more just,
inclusive society.

It is time for the art world to take meaningful action toward greater inclusivity and recognition
of diverse voices. We must challenge existing hierarchies, dismantle barriers, and amplify
marginalized artists historically underrepresented. Institutions, curators, and collectors are

69



Journal of Advanced Research in Women’s Studies, 1(2): 61-71, 2023

responsible for actively pursuing and promoting artists across racial, ethnic, gender, ability and
class backgrounds. By cultivating inclusive spaces through representative exhibitions and artist
support, the art world's landscape can transform into one more fairly reflecting society's
diversity and complexity. We must also critically examine our own prejudices limiting some
artists' access. This requires fostering collaboration, building networks, and platforms
empowering silenced creatives. Let us disrupt conventions by uplifting suppressed stories and
celebrating identity's rich intersections within cultural works. Through such steps, a truer
reflection of society emerges.
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