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Introduction

In 1998 I saw, for the first time, a major exhibition by the Swedish art-
ist Lena Crongvist (b. 1938)." [ was then in the process of formulating
the subject for my postgraduate research. I already knew that I would
write about girls in art, and had my eye on Lena Crongyist’ work; she
was after all the grand dame of unruly girls in Swedish contemporary
art. What [ was not prepared for was the intensity of her work when
encountered on a large scale, face to face. Her paintings struck a
chord with me, and whilst it was not love at first sight, I was instantly
intrigued by the strength of these girl figures’ expressions and their
sense of subversive cheek.

The title for this thesis is, Lena Cronquist: Reflections of Girls, and
the idea of a reflection has many simultaneous meanings: in this
context, in a precise way, it describes the reflections in the sea of the
bathing girls in the painting Hand in Hand (Hand i hand), 1990 on the
cover of this book. Reflections of Girls also refers to all the different
guises and complex layers of meaning that I explore in the thesis. The
subject is Lena Cronqvist's images of girls, but I also look at how her
work reflects and is reflected in other artists’ work, contemporary and
historical. These reflections do not stop with fine art; some examples
extend to society and culture at large. Reflection is also associated with
mirrors and self-portraiture. In her girl series Cronqvist works with a
kind of self-image by using herself, but as a child, for her paintings.
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It also becomes a reflection of the self, as in psychoanalytical terms
where the mirror-stage denotes the formation of the subject’s identity.
These mirroring reflections are further extended to the viewers, whose
subjective knowledge, experiences and emotions are reflected in their
interpretations of the images.” The first time Lena Crongvist began
to explore the theme of girls was in a trilogy from the middle of the
1970s: The Road (Viigen), 1976, The Ice (Isen), 1975-76, and The
Hedge (Hiicken), 1976, and the girl figure appeared again in a series
of paintings from 1982 titled The Girl in the Water (Flickan i vattnet),
all of which are important to this study. However, it was not until the
beginning of the 1990s that Crongvist begun to focus more consist-
ently on the girl, which in the following years became her main theme.
In a timely coincidence, just as this PhD is being sent off for printing
in early January 2006, Crongyvist is opening a new exhibition at Gal-
lery Lars Bohman in Stockholm, with a new set of themes, publicly
announcing that her work with girls has come to an end.

Girls in Art

What first encouraged me to do a PhD in history of art was encounter-
ing a number of contemporary artists’ work, primarily by women, that
challenged the way in which girls were portrayed. The girl figure has
an important presence in art, primarily as innocent little children or
as young girls with sexual undertones. The surrealists, for example,
were occupied with the so-called femme-enfant, a woman-child hy-
brid where the femme stands for the woman’s sexual aspects, and the
enfant for the child’s purity and naiveté. These combined qualities
made the woman-child the perfect muse for the male surrealists.” The
adolescent moment of sexual ambiguity has been a persistent theme
in the history of art, particularly over the last century. Some examples
are Edvard Munch’s (1863-1944) anxiety ridden Puberty, 1894-95,
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s (1880-1938) studies of Marzella and Frinzi,
and Balthus’s (1908-2001) erotically charged portraits of young girls
and adolescents.

This type of sexually charged girl seems to dominate how girls appear
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in our western history of art, at least as it is presented to us through
museums, books and catalogues, but it is certainly not the only type
represented. From early on in the twentieth century artists like Dor-
othea Tanning (b. 1910) and Leonora Carrington (b. 1917), both asso-
ciated with the surrealist movement, offer much less enticing images;
their girl figures seem to be a far cry from the femme-enfant. Other
artists that have challenged stereotype representations of children are
the Swedish artists Siri Derkert (1888-1973), Vera Nilsson (1988-
1979) and Molly Faustman (1883-1966), whose plump and frumpy
figures stand counter to both sunshine ideals of girls and eroticisation
of the same.* What appealed to me was the counter image presented
through a range of artists’ work, whose images challenged the more
standard perception of girls in representation. Listing artists who have
worked towards reshaping the girl figure would be a good exercise in
name-dropping, which I will resist. However, having said that, [ would
like to mention some Swedish artists’ work on the girl figure, that
have been important from the beginning of the study, but which in
the end I had to leave out: Maria Lindberg (b. 1958), Helen Billgren
(b. 1952) and Marianne Lindberg de Geer (b. 1946). All three are
younger than Lena Crongqvist, and I think their provocative and often
humorous girl figures relate to those by Crongvist. The latter’s images
have been influential for a younger generation of artists and this is
another important reason why [ finally chose to focus the whole study
on her work.

What once started as an enormously ambitious project, to look at
representations of girls in art with a time frame spanning from the
antiquities to the present, has thankfully been narrowed down to a fo-
cus on one artist’s work. However, while I concentrate on Crongvist’s
figures I continually make references to and comparisons with other
images by other artists, and am therefore in some way finishing where
[ started. Yet, instead of trying to narrow down the western history of
art to one study, I open up a limited set of images to what could be a
nearly endless amount of comparisons.
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Girls and Popular Culture

Crongvist’s images reflect pressing issues in contemporary society and
[ consider it no coincidence that her theme of girls surfaced when it
did.’ In the 1990s the girl as a figure was visible as never before in
western society, popular culture and visual arts. The alarming and
heightened awareness of the atrocities of child abuse, pornography
and honour murders were impossible to escape. These reports were
all too often delivered through the mainstream media. Yet, not much
points to the 1990s as a time when these violations of human rights
actually increased, but rather that society suddenly acquired better
awareness of it. As a consequence, today, instead of being taboo these
issues can now be brought into the light and dealt with openly. In
the following chapters I will argue that Crongvist’s girl figures have
several faces; they draw on a distorted Lolita type and they also incor-
porate a visual tradition of the ugly and grumpy child, as mentioned
above. The first type is far more common in popular culture, for, as
Marianne Sinclair points out in Hollywood Lolita, the Lolita figure
existed long before Vladimir Nabokov gave her a name and pointed
out a genre, with his novel Lolita, 1955. Sinclair's many examples of
famous ‘Hollywood Lolitas’ range over time; they differ in age and are
as diverse as Shirley Temple, Mary Pickford, Nastassia Kinski, and
Jodie Foster.® This tendency has by no means diminished, and the
1990s saw a steady stream of girls, perhaps most notably in fashion,
where the so-called heroine chic fashioned models (i.e. under-aged,
painfully thin and anaemic girls) became popular towards the middle
of the decade.”

However, it is not all doom and gloom concerning the way in which
girls are portrayed. In the last ten years there has been an upsurge of
powerful images of girls. Not only have the representations become
more varied and powerful, girls themselves claim more space in art
and media.® In the film Ghost World, 2001, based on a cartoon, the
main character is the kooky and slightly weird Enid, who is sexually
active but not sexualised.” Another example, which focuses on the
complexities of a girl’s transition from being a child to a teenager, is the
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film Thirteen, 2003. It is a raw and disturbing portrait of an ordinary
American girl who is lured into the dark side of drugs, sex and theft, all
driven by teenage hormones and insecurities.'’ In an article on repre-
sentations of girls, the Swedish historian, Ronny Ambjérnsson, writes
that the innocent child seems always to have been exposed to the gaze
of the paedophile, and that innocence and exploitation are flipsides
of the same coin. He gives as one example, Pippi Longstocking, and
argues that, in the 1950s, when the story was written and illustrated,
there were no question marks around her innocence. However, today,
as even childhood becomes sexualised, the gap between her stocking
and skirt could be perceived to have erotic undertones.!" For me, see-
ing Pippi as a sexual icon would be rather extreme, but I acknowledge
Ambjérnson’s point about the meaning of an image being subjected
to the eyes of the beholder. These observations may be applied to
Cronqvist's girl figures too, and it might be a ‘truism’, but the cultural
and social background of the viewer strongly informs what we see
in her images. On another level Pippi, perhaps more than any other
popular figure, might come close to what Cronqvist is getting at in her
studies of the girl. Pippi is strong, both in mind and body; she gets her
own way; refuses to comply with the expected ideals of society; she
is independent and has an endless source of ideas for what the adults
surrounding her see as mischief. At the same time she is also just a
little girl who deeply misses her parents. Cronqvist's images present
a series of questions for the viewer, and the artist plays with all the
above-mentioned complexities at once.

Reading Lena Crongqvist's Art

Crongvist has been placed, by herself and others, in an expression-
ist tradition. Her late husband, Géran Tunstrom’s, essay about the
artists that inspired Cronqvist has often been cited. Amongst some
of the important names he mentions are: Francis Bacon (1909-92),
Edvard Munch, Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), Alberto Giacometti
(1901-1966), Frida Kahlo (1907-1954) and the Swedish artists Siri
Derkert, Carl Fredrik Hill (1849-1911), Sigrid Hjertén (1885-1948),
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and Ernst Josephson (1851-1906)."* Crongvist is known to draw on
personal material in her work, and her own life story is nearly always
acknowledged in writings about her art.'* As a consequence some crit-
ics have labelled her art confessional, while others have emphasised
the artist's need to paint as something necessary, even cathartic.'* The
dominant way of writing about Cronqvist's images in criticism, has
been biographical, and at the very least by pointing out the artist’s
intentions."” This is not so surprising: in her art Cronqvist has, in the
manner of artists like Frida Kahlo or Edvard Munch, predominantly
portrayed herself, but also borrowed her family members’ features for
her images.'® After 1969, she rarely paints people other than those
belonging to her inner circle. In the art before 1990, she not only
employed family faces, but dealt with big events in her own life such
as: the marriage to the author Géran Tunstrom; the birth of her son
and the following post partum psychosis; motherhood; her relation-
ship with her mother; her bourgeois upbringing and the death of her
parents. In the 1990s the girl figures and the two adults, a man and
a woman, still bear likeness to Lena Crongyist (the older and bigger
girl), her sister (the younger and smaller girl), and her mother and
father, but the scenarios that previously were more or less taken from
the artist’s past, seem to have shifted. Throughout the thesis, I refer to
these figures as girls, or sisters, mother, father, or parent figures. This
interpretative assumption is partly based on what the artist has said
about her images; that the figures used to look like her and her family
members, and partly on her body of work in general, from which we
can recognise Cronqvist and her parents’ features. It is also based on
the fact that the two girl figures together with the two adult figures
quite clearly present a family drama. I should like to take this op-
portunity to comment on the age of the parent figures, which tends to
shift between the images from being middle age to old. Whilst I have
observed this tendency, I have not included this in my interpretation.

Because Cronqvist's work draws on personal material it might indeed
be tempting to link the themes in her images to biographical facts,
or even attempt a psychobiographical reading. In the recent overview
of art from the twentieth century, Art Since 1900: Modernism, Anti-
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modernism, Postmodernism, ‘psychobiography’is defined as ‘a profiling
of the artist in which art history is remodelled as psychoanalytic case
study’.'” Yet this kind of analysis is all too often a limiting and even re-
ductive approach. It is true that Cronqvist's work tempts the viewer to
speculate about her life; it is also true that the artist has contributed to
her categorization in some kind of psychobiographical genre, through
her work, as well as through interviews and exhibition catalogues.
However, at the same time she is careful to point out, again and again,
that these are only images, and therefore not real, but always fictional
on some level.'® Speculating on the conundrum of what to do with
Crongvist’s biographical material, the Norwegian art historian Jorunn
Veiteberg argues in an article, that it is precisely because the artist has
borrowed her own and her family members’ features, that we should
question a biographical interpretation.'” Even though I do not entirely
avoid biographical facts myself, I take a stance against readings that
lean on this type of information. I think that Crongyvist is one of those
artists whose work has suffered from an interpretation that has been
too one-sided. While her exhibitions have generated a lot of writing,
there is still a lack of serious critical analysis of her latest body of work.
[ hope to fill some of that gap with this thesis.

Current Research

Lena Crongyist is a major artist on the Nordic art scene, as recognised
in 2002 when she was awarded the prestigious ‘Carnegie Art Award
for Nordic Artists’.?* Crongvist’s work is represented in several of
Sweden’s major public art galleries and museum collections, and she
frequently exhibits all over the country. She is also well represented
in Norway and Finland. Since the mid 1990s Crongyist started to
spend time in New York, exhibiting in the middle and late 1990s, at
the gallery Tricia Collins Contemporary Art.?' A number of books and
catalogues are published on Cronqvist’s art, but there are only two
major monographs published after 1990, thus including her girl im-
ages. The first monograph, or trilogy of monographs, Lena Cronqvist:
Malningar (Lena Cronqvist Paintings), Lena Cronquist: Skulpturer
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(Lena Crongyist Sculptures) and Lena Cronguist: ‘leckningar (Lena
Crongvist Drawings) were published in 1994 and 1995. Each volume
has essays or poems by a different author: Lena Cronqvist Mdlningar,
by Ingela Lind; Lena Cronguist Skulpturer by Leif Nylén, and Lena
Cronquist ‘leckningar, by Birgitta Trotzig and Géran Tunstrom.?* The
second monograph Lena Crongvist came in 2003, with texts by art
critic Marten Castenfors, and the fiction authors Eva Strém, Eva
Runefelt and Géran Tunstrém.?* Both monographs feature a wide se-
lection of images and deal with Cronqvist’s work from the 1960s and
onwards. Tunstrom has contributed several texts to many other books
and catalogues. Tunstrém and Cronqvist also collaborated on several
projects, where she illustrated his texts.** Other important contribu-
tions to the literature on Crongvist are by the curator Sune Nordgren,
and art the historians Sven Sandstréom and Maj-Britt Wadell, who
have written catalogue texts and articles.”® In criticism Ingela Lind
and Leif Nylén in particular have written extensively on Cronqvist,
in newspaper articles, as well as in the above mentioned books, Lena
Crongvist: Mdlningar and Lena Crongvist: Skulpturer.

However, academically, there are few studies on Lena Cronqvist’s
art in general, and none on the girl series. Nina Weibull is a rare ex-
ception, as she has written extensively on Lena Crongqvist, and is also
working on a PhD at department for history of art at the University
of Stockholm. The working title of Weibull's forthcoming thesis is, in
December 2005 when [ write this introduction, Spegling och skapande:
En studie i Lena Cronquists ‘Malaren och hennes modell’ (Reflection
and creation: A study of Lena Crongqvist’s ‘the painter and her model’).
When [ started this research project, Weibull was already working
on hers. To ensure that we avoided overlapping, we met and kept in
touch during the autumn of 2002, so as to define our different areas of
interests. Weibull's research interest is centred on Cronqvist's series
of paintings where the artist has painted herself as a painter, using her
adult self as the model. This series is also discussed in Bia Mankell’s
PhD on selfportraits in Swedish twentieth century art. In her articles
on Cronqvist Weibull has primarily focused on a psychoanalytical in-
terpretation, where the author makes continuous references to myths
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and symbolic language frequently used in art, and which are recycled
in Crongvist’s body of work.? Another important and critical analysis
of Crongqvist work is by the art historian Jorunn Veiteberg, mentioned
previously, who, in contrast, focuses her interpretation on the visual
impact of the images, not psychological.’” There are also several un-
dergraduate essays written at different Swedish universities. One that
particularly stands out is Mette Gothberg's dissertation Att muila i
mytens sprickor: Om konstniirligt skapande ur kvinnligt perspektiv med
utgdngspunkt i Lena Cronguist mdleri (To paint in the cracks of the
myth: On artistic creation from a feminine perspective from the point
of view of Lena Crongqvist’s paintings). The study focuses on the fal-
lacies surrounding the female body and conundrums for the female
artist, and how Cronqvist’s work deals with and questions those tradi-
tions.?® However, my thesis, Lena Cronquist: Reflections of Girls, is the
first study that attempts to seriously, critically and exclusively engage
with Cronqvist's representations of girls.

Regarding research on the girl figure in art in general there is a
surprising lack of work in the field. One study that does stand out,
and that has been particularly important to my own research, is Anne
Higonnet's Pictures of Innocence: The History and Crisis of Ideal Child-
hood, 1998.%° Her book is one of the few studies on representations of
children in visual culture, and has a particular focus on images from
the late nineteenth century, to the present. One of the important ob-
servations that Higonnet makes is that the idea of innocent children is
arelatively recent tradition, constructed in the late nineteenth century
when the innocent child began to be represented in anything from fine
art to family albums and advertising. A recent addition to this field is
Patricia Holland’s Picturing Childhood: The myth of the child in popu-
lar culture, 2004.%° Further, there are two Swedish PhD dissertations
that touch on the theme of girls and representation. Firstly Annette
Gothlunds Bilder av tondrsflickor: Om estetik och identitetsarbete (Ima-
ges of teenage girls: On aesthetics and the forming of identity) from
1997, which written in the wider field of cultural studies, looks at
how a group of teenage girls help create their self images through the
aesthetics with which they surround themselves.?’ The other study
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is Karin Sidén’s PhD, Den ideala barndomen (The ideal childhood),
about seventeenth century portraits of Swedish royal and aristocratic
children.?? Although it seems that there are few studies on the girl
in visual arts, scholarly work on girls and children in general seem to
have escalated since the beginning of the 1990s. I would particularly
like to draw attention to the British psychologist Valerie Walkerdine’s
extensive research. She has done in depth research on girls and has
looked at, amongst other things, their presence in culture, in the edu-
cation systems, and girls’ perception of their role models.**

Aims and Limitations

As | have mentioned, there has so far been no other study that engages
specifically with Lena Cronqvist's representations of girls, an artist
that 1 have argued is an important and influential part of Swedish
contemporary art, and whose work merits serious analysis. The aim
with this thesis is to fill that gap. By critically looking at a selection of
Cronqvist's paintings and sculptures I wish to present a more nuanced
and varied understanding of her images of girls than has hitherto been
on offer. In her work, Cronqvist makes references to interesting cur-
rents in art and society, of times gone by, as well as in the present. In
the same spirit | hope that this study manages not only to cast new
light on Crongqvist's work, but that some of that light will also reach
out beyond and bring meaning to the wider field of images of girls in
representation.

Without fail, any research projects has as many limitations as op-
portunities, and in hindsight [ feel that | am only just getting started,
but already it is time to draw the whole to a conclusion. I do not want
to lessen the value of the work I have done, but inevitably some areas
had to be prioritised over others. This is partly because there was
not room for more angles within the scope of this study, and partly
because some areas in themselves merit an extended research. Thus,
one of my favourite areas has had to be discarded, or as I prefer to see
it, postponed for future research projects. Crongvist’s images are full
of dolls and 1 do discuss their presence in the thesis, but they have

18 Lena Cronqvist: Reflections of Girls



not been granted their own space. Like the girl, dolls are frequent
figures in art, often represented with dubious and complex identities.
In a future project I hope to put into context, dolls, as they figure
in a number of women artists’ work, where Crongvist’s images have
their evident place. Another interesting subject that features in Cron-
qvist’s images of girls, but has been overlooked in this study, is the
presence of shadows. Furthermore, I make references to a range of
international artists, but little to a Swedish lineage of art works. This
very much reflects my interests rather than, necessarily, Cronqvist’s
possible sources of inspiration.

A limitation of a completely different kind is the number of works
on which T have chosen to focus, and I will discuss that further in the
following section Method. Crongvist is an artist who works in differ-
ent types of media and who has made a wide range of girl orientated
productions in bronze and clay sculptures, and drawings, as well as
in oil and tempera paint. Lately she has also experimented with glass.
I do mention some of her sculptures but am mostly focusing on her
paintings, whilst I have chosen not to reference her drawings. A fur-
ther limitation is the time frame I relate to. It was always the purpose
to focus on Crongqvist’s representations of girls, and in order to respect
Nina Weibull’s research for her PhD on Cronqvist, mentioned above,
[ have largely avoided looking into Crongqvist's other body of work,
apart from some rare exceptions.

Method

In some respects this study mimics a monograph as the focus is on the
work of one artist. On the other hand | am trying to break free from
a chronological and monographic format, where the artist’s life and
work is followed from beginning to end.** I focus instead on a small
part of Crongvist’s work where the girl figure is the main character
and look at this from different angles, whilst I largely omit details
about the artist’s life. The study is entirely focused on an analysis of
the selected images, and that would be the best description of the
method [ have employed — visual analysis. Whilst [ refer to a wide
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range of studies in the text, which build on many different methods
and theories, it is all in the name of the visual study. Furthermore
I compare image with image, and although I am certainly aware of
the social and cultural place in which Crongvist lives and works, |
have not made a reading of the cultural context of her art. Likewise,
this thesis is entirely based on a qualitative study, where a relative
select number of images are studied in detail, and has no quantitative
aspirations. This means that I have seen a large number of Cronqvist’s
representations of girls, but I have not attempted to make a catalogue
of all of these. That would be neither within the scope of the project,
nor in my interest. Furthermore, I am making a point of particularly
discussing those of her works that are better known, and which have
tended to be selected for reproductions, exhibitions and therefore
analysis.

The materials I have accessed entail the bespoken art works, along
with published material on and by the artist. Crongvist has met with
me on two occasions and has been very helpful in directing me to the
locations of art works, the techniques she employs and other matters
that I will refer to throughout the thesis.* I have tried to respect her
wish not to discuss the content of her images and thus avoided posing
questions relating to interpretation. Concerning other artists’ work
that I have compared with Crongvist’s images, they span time and
place. There are many examples that I could have used instead, or
as well, but I have been careful to usually choose examples to which
[ have had access, through collections and exhibitions. I should also
add, that the art I have looked at is entirely based within a European
and North American axis.

Theory

In this dissertation I take Cronqvist's representations of girls as my
starting point, and approach them from five different reading posi-
tions. This in itself enables a pluralistic attitude towards theory, and
[ pick and choose in a way that allows me to analyse these images
from as many points of views as | have found room for, within the
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framework of this study. The British art historian, Briony Fer, once
suggested, in a rather informal way, that it is far more fruitful to try
and look at theories in relation to studies in visual arts, as two things
that can open up each other, and furthermore, to let art and theory
put equal pressure on one another, rather than using theory as ‘a
sledgehammer to crack a nut’.** I am drawn in by this metaphor and
it has certainly been my aim to avoid the ‘sledgehammer’ approach.
Because this thesis is structured as it is, into five separate chapters,
[ will present the theories to which I relate as I go along. Here, I will
only explain the background to the choices I have made.

My own theoretical education, which undoubtedly has informed
my choices both of literary and visual references, has been formed
in two important places. Having always been a feminist at heart, it
was not until the end of my undergraduate studies at the University
of Lund, that I realised the importance and the possibilities that lay
in a feminist perspective, when looking at art. Like so many other
feminist art historians, I was suddenly perplexed by the absence of
women artists in the canon that was being taught to us, as well as the
lack of interpretation of the many female bodies on display. My first
tentative steps in forming a theoretical background in this field, were
skilfully supervised by my tutor, Anna Lena Lindberg, whose work on
art history and feminism stands unparalleled in Sweden. She has also
created a unique research environment at the department of history
of art in Lund, where several PhD students work with her, along with
a large number of graduate students. She has initiated a teaching
project, whereby gender studies are included and incorporated into the
general curricula, rather than as before, when they stood apart more
as an elective option. This has created an environment in which my
type of research has been encouraged and very much assisted. When
[ was presented with the chance to undertake an MA in ‘Politics of
Representation’run by Tamar Garb and Briony Fer, at the Department
for History of Art, University College London in 1998, it was a great
opportunity to further my knowledge in different theoretical aspects.
What [ learnt there has very much been a backbone to this thesis.

At the very core of my theoretical and art historical interests, are
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representations of bodies, women, femininity and identity. The
amount of work that has been done in these fields since the 1970s,
by scholars, artists, critics and curators, is immense. [ would not know
where to begin, and even less, where to end, an overview of all the
aspects that have been important to me, and to the field. However,
for a brief introduction to the legacy of feminism and history of art,
I would like to point towards Griselda Pollock’s book Generations
and Geographies in the Visual Arts: Feminist Readings, 1996.*" In her
foreword and in chapter one, "The Politics of Theory: Generations and
Geographies in Feminist Theory and the Histories of Art Histories’,
Pollock maps out important shifts in attitudes towards feminism and
its use in art, and also the difficulties of making an umbrella for a field
which is eclectic both in terms of theoretical diversion, geographical
places and generational gaps. Regarding representations of bodies,
Lynda Nead’s book The Female Nude, 1992, has been important to
this study, as it offers a comprehensive and wide spanning discussion
on images of female bodies in visual art.*

Also when it comes to feminist, or gender, theories | have embarked
on an eclectic journey, leaning on what seems to be suitable for the
discussion. In the dissertation I do not really discuss different femi-
nist approaches, but take these for granted. They are the basis from
which my academic thinking stems, what influenced my choices and
taught me to see what I do. As Lindberg has phrased it, a feminist
visual analysis is not about applying a method, it is rather to redefine
what is interesting to critically look at.* The schools of thoughts that
have been of influence are many and diverse. During the 1990s, the
number of theories that appeared under the banner of feminism were
enormous, and feminism is not one field but many.** Rather than
being committed to one train of thought or another, I can see the ben-
efits of many different theoretical aspects. However, if anything, I do
subscribe to the idea that the value of sexual difference is very much
culturally and politically shaped, and no one formulated it better than
the pioneering feminist, Simone de Beauvoir, when she famously said
in 1949: ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.*'

Throughout the thesis | make references to psychoanalytical theories,
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one of feminism’s sometimes uncomfortable and often debated bed-
fellows.* For an introduction to the value of psychoanalytical theories
for feminism, particularly based on Freudian thoughts, I would like
to refer to Juliet Mitchell's much acknowledged book Psychoanalysis
and Feminism, from 1974. Mitchell structures the reasons why she
believes psychoanalysis was not the cause of bourgeois and patriarchal
oppression, but a symptom of it. She argues that it can be seen and
used as a tool, for understanding what made women different from
men; it ‘offered the sword that cut it apart'* Or as Laura Mulvey
phrased it, in the article ‘Fear, Fantasies and the Male Unconscious
or “You Don’t Know What is Happening, Do You, Mr Jones?”, from
1972: ‘Freud’s analysis of the male unconscious is crucial for any
understanding of the myriad of ways in which the female form has
been used as a mould into which meanings have been poured by a
male-dominated culture.™*

Psychoanalysis and art is another interesting, but often uneasy,
partnership. For a great introduction to the usefulness of a psycho-
analytically informed reading of art, I refer to Peter Fuller's Art and
Psychoanalysis.* Peter Brooks, who also advocates psychoanalysis as an
important tool for interpretation in cultural and visual studies, writes
in the introduction to Whose Freud? The Place of Psychoanalysis in
Contemporary Culture: ‘Instead of being a therapy for neurotics, it has
become a theory of mind, a theory of human development, cultural
history and interpretation’.* It is precisely in that spirit that I have
been drawn into psychoanalytical theories, as a way of understanding
cultural history and as another narrative that might cast light on the
fictions on display before my eyes.

The Outline of the Thesis

The thesis is constructed into five chapters, and in each I focus on a
separate interpretation. All five chapters are independent from each
other, in as much as each can be read per se, and they all have a
short introduction where | state the main questions on which I will
expand. Yet, naturally, as they are all part of the same project they fit
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together and have been formed during the process of the research.
Chapters one and two can be loosely grouped together, as in these
two chapters I tend to look at historical material for my comparisons.
Chapters one and two also reflect the earlier stages of the research.
In chapters three, four and five, I make reference to art from the
nineteenth century and onwards, and these three chapters reflect the
later stages of the research.

In the first chapter ‘Young Bathers’, I draw on some of my previ-
ous work on nymphs and Venus in art, and use it to contextualise
my research on Lena Crongyist’s bathing girls.*” This is the chapter
where [ most intensely look at thematic backgrounds, and I discuss
representations of Leda and the Swan; the impact Venus has had on
images of bathing women, and bathing nymphs in general. If the first
chapter is centred on representations of mythological nymphs, the
second chapter, ‘Ambiguous Bodies'is preoccupied with its derivative
nymphets. The core theme in this chapter is ambiguity and 1 look
at how this notion is integral to some of Crongvist’s paintings and
how it can be used as a way to interpret the figures’ bodies and their
narratives. Ambiguity is put into relief through a comparison with
Jean-Baptiste Greuze’s (1723-1792) portraits of girl-woman hybrids.
Furthermore 1 ask whether it affects our viewing experience if we
know the gender of the artist making the images. I explore how we
might view differently a portrait by Balthus, which is very similar to a
painting by Crongpvist.

In chapter three ‘Fictitious Realities and Narrative Structures’ | ex-
plore some of the different narratives that are present in Crongvist’s
work. By narrative | mean storytelling, or something that conveys a
message of content. This survey starts off by looking at what I call the
reality effect Cronqvist’s art transmits, a narrative | argue is underlined
by the biographical references encapsulating her work. [ then proceed
to discuss other narrative levels that add to the fiction in Crongvist’s
art: the titles, the compositions of the images, and finally the near
compulsive repetition of themes and forms.

The fourth chapter, The Colour of Memory’ deals with what seems
to be insignificant memories, and I look at them through the notion of
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screen memory, as coined by Freud. Photography as a medium has in
culture been associated to the notion of memory, and I continue the
analysis of Cronqvist’s brief and fragmented memories, by associating
with photographic snapshots. The fifth and last chapter, ‘Angry Girls
and Violent Games’, deals with the anger that pours out from the
canvases and violence and aggression are the central concepts. These
terms do not need much introduction. Instead, I would like to point
out the lack of women’s expression of anger in a patriarchal discourse.
In this chapter, I draw attention to what it might mean when a woman
artist works with a language of anger and violence, and 1 look at the
dark side of Crongqvist’s girl figures and their actions. The violence is
obviously manifest when the girl figures are physically abusing the
parent figures, but I also discuss images where the violence is more
‘silent’. Last, I have chosen to conclude the thesis with a ‘Coda’. Here I
grasp the opportunity to end the thesis with a more general discussion
on how, as a feminist, | can read the language Cronqvist employs.
Last but not least I would like to make a few comments on some
practical aspects. Throughout the thesis I refer to Crongvist’s images
in English, but offer their Swedish titles the first time each work is
mentioned. To all other artists’ works I refer to their English titles
only. When [ have translated Swedish titles of books to English in this
introduction, these translations are not in italics and written as they
are in Swedish, i.e. in lower case, in order to mark that this is a reading
tool only, not a translated text. Moreover, all translations are my own,
unless otherwise stated. All Cronqvist’s paintings until 1982 are oil
on canvas, and all paintings after 1982 oil and tempera on canvas.
For further images by Crongyist, and for more colour reproductions,
please look at books and catalogues referred to in the bibliography.
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1 Lena Crongvist, Olympus (Olympus), 1984, 185 x 165 cm.

2 Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas, 130.5 x 190 cm, Musée
d'Orsay, Paris.



1 Young Bathers

I try and work on the backside of the myth
with reality as I experience it, work in the
cracks of the myth, make an account for
my ambivalence towards the stereotypical
woman'’s role.

Lena CroNoviIST !

Throughout her body of work Lena Cronqvist makes references to
art historical themes and expressions. As Sune Nordgren points out,
such references in Cronqvist's work are no haphazard coincidence.?
Cronqyist carefully elaborates, renegotiates and appropriates known
themes and particular paintings. Before I explore some of the histori-
cal traditions with which I believe Crongvist’s representations of girls
are affiliated, I will look at one poignant example from her earlier
work, Olympus, (Olympus), 1984 (fig. 1). A naked male figure lies
cross-legged on a bed, supporting the upper body on one arm, whilst
the other is covering his genital area. He looks towards a female
figure, also naked, but standing erect protecting her modesty with
her hands. It is common to represent Venus, the Goddess of love,
as an undressed, reclining figure, as well as shyly standing up whilst
barely covering up her modest parts. The painting could also be seen
as a loose interpretation on Edouard Manet’s (1832-1883), in his
lifetime, infamous, painting Olympia (fig. 2) from 1863, and I be-
lieve Crongyist has juxtaposed similarities to the (pre-) impressionist
painting against distortions of the same.* One important similarity,
which echoes the tradition of the reclining Venus, is the position of
the male body.* The hand on the groin is nearly identical to Manet’s
Olympia, as are the crossed legs. Although, ‘Olympia’is in Crongvist’s
version turned into a man, and instead of as in Manets painting
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looking back at the viewer, the reclining male figure looks at the
naked woman standing in front of the bed. The black maid coming
out from a patterned screen in Manet’s painting has been substituted
by a black shadow, coming out from behind a studio-like screen.
The whole environment in Cronqvist's painting is in fact very bare
and studio-like in its character, much colder than Manet's lush nine-
teenth century environment, with its abundance of soft cushions and
textiles. As much as Cronqvist’s painting evokes Manet's Olympia,
and the infamous stare by the prostitute Maya posing in front of
the shocked audience, it destabilizes that same tradition. Olympia,
as such, is substituted by a male figure, but instead of being only a
piece of attractive flesh on display, he is actively engaging in his own
search for visual satisfaction by looking at the female nude standing
upright between us viewers and himself. If by the title Olympus we
come to think of a male version of Manet's title, it also reminds us
of the Greek mountain inhabited by the ancient gods. Crongvist has
played with the theme on yet another level, as the theatricality of the
scene is further emphasised by the two main figures’ mask like eyes
— instead of eyes, black holes are painted in. This castration of the
eyes, as it were, refers to issues regarding representations of women
and the economy of looking. In this picture, the male figure is there
as a kind of ‘Maya’, although he is not only there to be looked at, but
just as much to look himself, at the naked woman in front of him.
Likewise, she is standing in-between the viewer and the rest of the
image, inviting us to rest our gaze on her body. The shadow in the
background seems to look at both of them, as it peeks out its head
from behind the screen, like a voyeur secretly taking a sneak view of
the man and the woman. The shadow also mimics the viewer who,
too, becomes a kind of voyeur, looking at the different acts of looking.
My aim in discussing this examples from Crongvist’s work of the
1970s is to illustrate the level to which the artist has, for many years,
referenced art historical themes and conundrums in her work, and
how she in her art simultaneously adopts and subverts them.

In her girl series, Cronqvist has continued to make references to
the history of art, although it seems that in most cases she draws on
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general themes, rather than on precise works. In this chapter I will
focus on the theme of the bathing girl and the historical and mytho-
logical topics that lurk in the background. Bathing, in its most basic
sense, means cleaning, but has thematically in art been associated
with a wide range of subjects: death, voyeurism, fertility, renewal,
purification, rainfall, healing, birth, christening, and tears, as well as
with architecture.” Furthermore, bathing females in art are strongly
connected with femininity and sexuality and not least, with aspects of
looking. Who is looking at what, and for what pleasures, are unavoid-
able questions and something I believe has been a starting point for
several of the art historians that | make reference to. The important
question of the gaze and the relationship between the viewer and the
object is a subject, which I will return to several times throughout this
dissertation. However, in this chapter, it will not be my primary focus.
Bathing girls, who have been a frequent theme in history of art, can
be crudely divided into two faculties: playful children and bathing
female nudes, often in the guise of mythological figures. It seems
that particularly in Scandinavia, there was a strong tradition around
the turn of the twentieth century to represent bathing children, in the
spirit of Carl Curman’s health advise of exercise and salty swims in the
sea.® Many of Crongqvist's bathing girls fall into these two traditions,
but more often, they fall in-between.

In this chapter [ will discuss how several levels of the theme of bath-
ing is present simultaneously in Crongvist’s paintings, and further
how these are renegotiated through Crongvist’s images. | will also
discuss the visual references I bring along as an art historian when
looking at these images and I will map out some of the complexities
behind the themes of bathing women. Needless to say, any endeavour
to catalogue or make a fuller survey of all the possible works of art that
might have served as a source or inspiration, or indeed with which I, as
a viewer, can associate, would be a mammoth project. Furthermore,
[ bring up the question of what it may mean when a woman artist
works with an iconography otherwise very much associated with a
male perspective, where women are objectified in representation.
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Young Girls and Cunning
Swans

When Bjork, the Icelandic singer

turned actress, turned up at the

Academy Awards, Los Angeles in

2001 robed in a swan, she probably

knew what she was doing.” To a

skin coloured body was attached a

fake stuffed swan, whose elongated

neck caressed Bjork’s body by mak-

ingan s-shape, with the beak resting

on one of her shoulders. I believe

the swan feathers can be seen as an

interpretation of the many feathers

3 Lena Crongvist, Girl and Swan (Flicka och VO™ at this glamorous event. In ad-

svan), 1993, 47 x 43 cm. (plate 1) dition, a woman dressed as a swan

evokes HC Andersen’s tale ‘The

Ugly Duckling’. By wearing a swan Bjork and the dress designer also,

without doubt, made reference to the myth of Leda and the Swan,
often quoted in culture, visual or otherwise.

Crongqvist has made a couple of versions of a girl with a swan, and

[ would like to bring attention to two paintings and one sculpture, all

titled Girl and Swan (Flicka och svan), from 1993-94. The paintings

are very similar, both in size and theme, with only some compositional

and painterly differences. In the first version (fig. 3; plate 1) the girl

is standing thigh high in water.® One of her hands is dipping into the

sea; the other hand gently rests on the swan’s back. The girl looks out

of the image, slightly beyond the swan, and the bird is looking straight

ahead out of the picture to the left. The image is calm; even the sea

is represented to be as still as can be. In the second painting there is

some suggested movement. The girl is looking over the head of the

swan and is standing with her front towards the viewers. The bird in

turn is placed in front of her, looking up with its long neck towards her

face, whilst the girl's hands gently stretch out towards the swan. When
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asked to remark on the piece, the artist’s

only comment was that they, (the artist,

her husband and their son) had a tame

swan at their house on the Swedish west

coast.” These biographical facts may be

interesting, but it is certainly not the

whole story about the painting, and not a

particularly satisfying explanation. That

the family might have had a tame swan

does not in any way reduce the paint-

ings” other connotations. In the second

painted version, (fig. 4; plate 2) there is

more movement. Cronqvist's girl figure

stretches out her hands towards the

swan, as if about to touch it. The swan is

caught in a movement too, as it stretches 4 Lena Cronqvist, Girl and Swan (Flicka
up its head towards the girl’s face. There  och svan), 1993, 52 x 43 cm. (plate 2)
is movement also in the way that the blue

paint has been applied. The water is still calm, so much so that the
two figures’ mirror images are visible in the surface, yet the strongly
visible brushstrokes underline the general sense of movement.

Ovid writes in Metamorphoses that Arachne, the expert weaver, pic-
tured the many tales about Jupiter’s (Zeus) numerous disguises, trans-
forming him so he could more easily seduce the nymphs he was attract-
ed to. Ovid tells the stories Arachne weaved about Europa and the Bull,
Antiope and the Satyr, Danae and the golden shower, as well as that of
Leda and the Swan.'” All of which are themes frequently represented
in art, from the Renaissance onwards.'' About Leda, Ovid writes: ‘She
[Arachne] wove, and pictured Leda as she lay under the white swan’s
wings.”'? There are several versions about Leda and the Swan but it
is commonly understood that the earthly woman, wife of the Spartan
King Tyndareus, was swimming as Jupiter approached her in the guise
of a haunted swan."* The moment most frequently represented in vis-
ual arts is when Leda has the swan in her arms. Such varying artists as
Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) and Henri Matisse (1869-1954) have
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captured the scene,
and it is a theme that is
represented in most na-
tional collections. Tin-
toretto’s (1518-94) ver-
sion of Leda and the
Swan, 1555, shows a
naked woman leaning
backwards on an abun-
dance of soft textiles,
whilst caressing the
swan peeking its beak
towards her.'"* It is in-

5 after Michelangelo, Leda and the Swan, made after 1530, teresting to note that

oil on canvas, 105.4 x 141 c¢m, National Gallery, London. the mythological sto-
ry, imprecise as it is, is

even further distorted in Tintoretto’s version. The scene is set indoors,
where red and heavy textiles surround the woman and the swan, a most
unnatural environment for the swan, but one which emphasises the
swan’s true nature as a lover rather than an animal. The two Leda and
the Swan paintings at the National Gallery in London both continue
the bedchamber theme. In the painting Leda and the Swan, made af-
ter 1530 (fig. 5), according to the museum a copy after a painting by
Michelangelo (1475-1564), shows Leda again leaning on thick red
cushions and textiles. The swan has snuggled in between her legs and
arms; she in turn has wrapped one of her legs around the bird’s body.
Leda tilts her head down, closes her eyes and unites with the swan in a
kiss. A very similar iconography is repeated in the painting in the style
of Pier Francesco Mola (1616-66), dated to 1650-1666 (fig. 6). The
embrace is very similar to the other painting, the kiss is repeated and
the couple are again comfortably placed on a bed. Only this time the
bed is situated outside, in nature. However, once again the bed elim-
inates any doubts as of the nature of their relationship. The National
Museum in Stockholm holds Francois Boucher’s (1703-1770) version
of Leda and the swan, (fig. 7) in which two nearly identical women are
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faced by the swan."” The scenar-
io is the same as before, but with
two women, where one is Leda
the other a companion, although
it is impossible to tell them apart.
The other difference is that Leda
and the swan are depicted next to
ariver.

In the bronze sculpture Girl
and Swan, 1993-94 (fig. 8) the in-
dication of an embrace in Cron-
qvist's second painted version is
taken further. The swan stretch-
es up towards the girl’s face, in
much the same way as in the sec-

6 Pier Francesco Mola, style of, Leda and the Swan,
c. 1650-1666 oil on canvas, 38.6 x 50.1 cm, Nation-
al Gallery, London.

ond of her paintings with this theme. The only compositional differ-

ence is that in this version the girl figure holds a firm grip around the

swan’s thin neck. In the sculpture a kiss seems to be even closer, as

it is only a few centimetres that keep the girl's mouth and the swan’s

beak apart. However tame the
swan swimming near Crongqvist’s
house was, it is unlikely it would
agree to a kiss and cuddle. I do
not think there is any doubt that
Cronqvist's Girl and Swan paint-
ings and sculpture, take on the
mythological theme mapped out
above. 1t is, as Leif Nylén sug-
gested, a ‘little Leda’.!® The ref-
erence to Leda carries connota-
tions of physical love and has to
do with a semi-involuntary love-
making, which to some readers’
eyes is close to motifs of rape.!”
When considering the mythologi-
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7 Francois Boucher, Leda and the Swan, before
1742, oil on canvas, 59.5 x 74 ¢m, National Muse-
um, Stockholm.
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8 Lena Crongvist, Girl and Swan (Flicka och svan), 1993, bronze, h. 28 c¢m.

cal connotations in Crongqvist’s versions of Girl and Swan there seems
to be equal measures of similarity and distortion. The similarities are
the ingredients of the drama: the swan, the female bather and the sea.
The distortions are the young girl's age, the hollow expression of her
face and her grip around the swan’s neck, as featured in the sculpture,
bordering between a caress and a strangle.

A Freezing Venus

Leda and the Swan is not the only mythological tradition related to fe-
male characters, mortal and divine, that Cronqvist has played with in
her work. Géran Tunstrém argued about Crongqvist’s painting The Ice
(fig. 9) that the project started with the artist wanting to paint a para-
phrase of Botticelli's Birth of Venus, 1484-6 (fig. 10). In Crongvist’s
version, ‘Aphrodite’ (Tunstrom refers to the Greek name) was to be
enclosed in a glass bulb sinking into the sea, while all the caring char-
acters from Botticelli’s painting were to turn their backs towards the di-
vinity. Tunstrom claims that in the artistic process of making the paint-
ing, Cronqvist turned the green sea of the fifteenth century painting
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into ice. Increasingly, according

to Tunstrom’s text, the goddess

of love became a self-portrait

of the artist as an eight-year-old

girl. As the beach turned into a

winter landscape the naked god-

dess became a well wrapped up

girl in mittens and thick boots.

All that is left of the original

Aphrodite, Tunstrom writes, is

the angle of her head. The dark

shadows in Crongqvist’s paint-

ing replace the life giving figures

in Botticelli's, and the theme,

in Tunstrom’s interpretation,

comes to be more about loneli-

ness than anything else.'® Most

large national collections have 9 Lena Crongvist, The Ice (Isen), 1975-76, 150 x 135
at least one version of Leda and €M, The Museum of Contemporary Art, Oslo.
the Swan, but the number of re-

clining nudes and beautified women throughout the western world
that are titled Venus are numerous.'” According to their online collec-
tion, the National Gallery in London alone holds 36 pieces with the
subject of Venus.® Before continuing to examine Cronqvist's paint-
ings, [ will examine the historical background of this theme and look at
how the earlier iconography of Venus and nymphs has strongly influ-
enced our conception of female nudity in general, and female bathers
in particular.

Since ancient Greece countless paintings, sculptures, prints and
drawings have been dedicated to Venus, the Goddess of Love. After
the Renaissance mythological figures in art were referred to by their
Roman names (a practice I too will adopt for simplicity, unless the
artworks' titles refer to Aphrodite). At the time of the Italian Renais-
sance, and with the revival of Greek mythology, there were theories
about the existence of two different types of Venus. Those by Ficino
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10 Sandro Botticelli, Birth of Venus, 1484-6, oil on canvas, 175.3 x 279.5 c¢m,
the Uffizi Gallery, Florence.

are important as he argued that the celestial Venus is the motherless
daughter of Uranus and belongs to an entirely immaterial sphere.
Her beauty is the ‘primary and universal splendour of divinity’, an
intellectual beauty not possible to reproduce and reduce to a visual
shape. Venus Vulgaris, or, Common Venus’, on the other hand, owns
a beauty that is reproducible in a physical, human world.?' It is thus
Venus Vulgaris that is represented in the visual arts, and her most
common attributes are pink roses or rose petals and two doves. Venus
is often represented together with Amor, sometimes understood to be
her son, at other times her closest companion.?> One frequent way of
representing Venus is reclining, often looking into a mirror; doing her
‘toilette’, as for example in Diego Velasquez's (1599-1660) The Toilet
of Venus also known as the Rokeby Venus, 1647-51; or Venus together
with the three Graces.” Another common interpretation in art is the
moment when Venus is ‘born’, as in Botticelli's Birth of Venus.** In
this painting Venus is sailing ashore onto the island Cythera on a
gigantic rococo seashell. In a faint attempt to cover her naked body
the figure hides her sex with one of her hands, whilst holding up the
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other before, or rather in between, her breasts. The thick, long, golden
hair is simultaneously framing the body and covering parts of it, but
in a way that further emphasises Venus’s sexuality.

There is no question that Venus, the Goddess of Love, is obviously
associated with sexuality and desire. So much so that this meaning
of Venus might be all that remains of the mythological goddess today,
and transcendental and religious significances since long lost. Venus
has lent her name to parts of the female sex, as in for example ‘Mound
of Venusan expression for the female pubes. ‘Venereal', as in disease,
moreover belongs to the same family of words as Venus, words with a
Latin origin adopted into both English and Swedish.? In his erotic text
Dictionnaire Erotigue Moderne, illegal at the time of its publication,
Alfred Delvau pushes meanings of mythological words and expressions
to an extreme. He does the same also with ordinary words, woman for
example. ‘Woman'according to Delvau is designed exclusively for the
purpose of man’s sexual pleasure. Deliberately he subverted nature
into erotic fantasises, thus the vagina is described to be ‘the part of the
female nature which renders man such tremendous pleasure’.> Clearly
the dictionary is an extreme example but as such illustrative, making
visible meanings that have become synonymous with certain expres-
sions. His generic use of woman bears little meaning in our everyday
understanding of it, but it does cast some light on meanings of Venus as
represented in visual arts, particularly during the nineteenth century.
‘Venus Populaire’, according to Delvau, is a girl from the street who does
not demand more than a franc for a trip to Cythera, the island where the
goddess landed as she was born by the sea. A voyage to that same island
is in this context a euphemism for the sexual pleasures between the
two ‘travellers’.?” In the nineteenth century, representations of Venus
became more and more reduced to be a naked or eroticised woman,
and as such a woman whose promiscuity was questionable.?®

Scholars have been preoccupied with trying to classify, contextualise
and understand the theme of Venus, as well as taking pleasure in and
admiring the beauty on display. Attempts to reclaim the naked female
body and to understand the underlying agenda that produced these
images has been a topic for many scholars, feminists or otherwise.”’
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Venus has in many periods been seen as the ideal female nude.* At
times when the ideal nude has been male, the parameters for what is
ideal have differed, as discussed by the American art historian Abigail
Solomon-Godeau.*" One such difference can be spotted in the fifth
and sixth centuries BC, where the male figure is often represented
as heroically nude, whilst the female is covering her sex. Also, if the
female genital area is uncovered it is represented as a flat and castrated
surface, without pubic hair or genitals. In Botticelli's Birth of Venus the
figure is vainly covering her sex, a gesture that has been much quoted,
and is described as a ‘Pudica position’. The word ‘pudica’relates to the
word pudenda that bear the double meaning of shame and genitalia.
Thus, the gesture of covering that part constructs a narrative of protec-
tion and shame of being seen, as well as of sexual attraction. Nanette
Salomon makes an interesting and illuminating comparison with Ve-
nus in the ‘pudenda’ position and Massaccio’s (1401-28) figuration of
Adam and Eve in the fresco The Expulsion from Paradise, 1427 2> While
Adam handles his shame by covering his face, leaving his sexual organ
free for observation, Eve is covering her genital area. Solomon points
out that the narrative conveys how Adam’s shame is of a spiritual nature
but Eve’s is physical, sexual.** Like Massaccio’s Eve, Venus's attraction
is of a physical nature, in the way that the figure has been appropriated
and represented in art over time. As is well known, when one enters
into a national collection in any large European city, there will be a
substantial assembly of female bodies, more or less naked, on display.
[ would like to argue that all that flesh, bathing or otherwise, owes a lot
to the goddess of love. It also owes much to the nymphs, other figures
commonly associated with the theme of bathing females, and whose
iconography sometimes very much resembles that of Venus.** Like the
Goddess Venus, nymphs are mythological figures that have often been
employed in the history of art as a way of visualising male fantasies
about female bodies.
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Nymphs Frolicking in Water

As mentioned previously, Tunstrom argues that all that is left in Cron-
qvist’s version of Botticelli's Venus, The Ice, is the angle of the head.
Cronqvist’s paraphrase is faint and it might be difficult to detect any
similarities with the mythological theme mapped out above. However,
when comparing Crongvist’s bathing girls to other bathing girls in the
history of art, there seems to be an affiliation with the longstanding tra-
dition of representing nymphs and Venuses that has transcended into
representations of younger mermaids by the sea. One such example
where these connotations are more rapidly recognised is Cronqvist’s
painting The Girl in the Water I (fig. 11; plate 3) and The Girl in the
Water 11 (fig. 35; plate 9). Like a much younger Venus, or nymph,
the little girl stands in the middle of the sea, shyly looking back at
the viewer. The water surrounding the girl is painted in thick, ab-
stract strips of differently coloured paint. In painting number one the
suggested sea tends towards a greenish yellow, with blue and yellow
streaks forming a grid. In the other version the thick lines connoting
water shift between blue and orange — a visual play mimicking the sun
being mirrored in the sea. In both these versions the girl stands erect
with her hands on her waist and shoulders pushed up.

What also brings me to associate these two versions of The Girl in
the Water and their iconography, to the idea of the nymph, are the
effects of the water, uncannily similar to the painting Oceanides, 1909
(fig. 12; plate 4), by the Finnish artist Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1865-
1931). In Gallen-Kallela’s image five female figures are bathing and
sunbathing by the sea. They all have blonde hair and their bodies are
unnaturally pink, reflecting the strong sunshine. Three of the women
are frolicking in the sea, whilst two are resting on the seashore. The
five figures are very similar to each other, if not identical, and are
stripped of any facial features. The lack of eyes, mouths and noses
relieves them of any personality and this abstraction renders them
some kind of generic symbolism for ‘Woman', or rather for ‘Nymph'’, as
they are referred to in the title as Oceanides.” The striking similarities
between Gallen-Kallela’s painting and Crongqvist’s are not the bathing
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figures, as much as the sea they are

enjoying and the peculiar painterly

effects of the rippled water. Some 70

years later Cronqvist has repeated,

knowing or unknowing, the thick

lines of Gallen-Kallela’s painting. In

1909 the Finish artist mixed blue

patches with thick strips of golden

orange waves, resembling creases on

the water surface and the reflections

of a blazing sun. In Crongyist’s first

version, The Girl in the Water I the

effects are very similar, as the girl

figure is surrounded by horizontal,

thick lines, alternating between or-

11. Lena Crongvist, The Girl in the Water 1 ange and blue — an abstraction made

(Flickan i vattnet ), 1982, 150 x 135 cm, Lins-  in the same colour tone as Gallen-

museet Givleborg, Givle. (see plate 3) Kallela’s, which captures a calm sea

in strong sunshine. In the second

version, The Girl in the Water 11 the abstraction is taken even further.

The water is here made of thick strips of blue and yellow, forming a
square pattern, set against a greenish yellow backdrop.

Gallen-Kallela’s painting has a place in the particular tradition in

history of art, of representing bathing women as a way of exhibiting

female flesh made erotic, a theme deeply entwined with that of the

nymph and Venus. Gallen-Kallela’s Oceanides are there alongside

Renoir’s bathers and their Swedish equivalent and contemporaries,

Anders Zorn’s (1860-1889) voluptuous, nude and bathing women.*

Crongqvist's representations harbour on the outskirts of these tradi-

tions, sampling some elements, distorting others. In the context of

mythological references, [ would like to argue that the ‘bathing nymph’

resonates in these two versions of The Girl in the Water. 1t is also

closer at hand to see the references of Botticelli's Venus sailing ashore

in this painting, rather than in the tilted head in The Ice. In images

from the Roman period, a common depiction of a nymph is a female
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12 Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Oceanides, 1909, oil on canvas, 116 x 146 cm, pri-
vate collection. (see plate 4)

figure with a naked torso, with long hair hanging freely afloat, carrying
a washbasin, a vase or a seashell.’” This tradition has continued and
after the Renaissance there are images aplenty with women bathing,
or lounging near water of some sort. So much so, that in common
language we associate a nymph with a young bathing woman. Hence,
when Crongvist paints her bathing girls, she also plays with the tradi-
tion of female bathers, which I will continue and explore next.

Bathers

In the first years of the 1990s, Cronqvist made a series of paintings
of girls by the sea. These scenarios have a familiar, ordinary feel to
them, a bit like a snapshot or holiday photo effect, something I will
discuss in chapter four. Yet, at the same time as these images appear
to be familiar, they are set in an indefinable environment. In Hand in
Hand (fig. 42; plate 12), the two girls are standing next to each other,
surrounded by sea and a blue sky. Their hands are firmly interlinked
and the bigger girl is looking down at the smaller girl who is gazing
at something unknown, outside the picture plane. The two paintings
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The Girl in the Water I and I have
similar settings with the girl figure
standing in the middle of the sea.
Girls and bathing is a sub theme
that runs across Cronqvist's art of
the 1990s. At the beginning of the
1990s her girl figures are painted by
the sea, but closer to the middle of
the decade, they are predominant-
ly pictured, in paintings and sculp-
tures, in a bathtub. In the preceding
discussion 1 have proposed an affi-
liation between Crongvist's paint-
ings Girl and Swan, with the mytho-
logical theme popular throughout
the history of art, and | have ana-
lysed how Venus as a figure has been

f great i tance f der-
13 August Renoir, Nude in Sunlight, 1875-76, Ob great importance for our undet

oil on canvas, 81 x 65 cm, Musée d'Orsay, Paris standing of representations of femi-

ninity. In the work of such an artist
as Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841-1919), women are represented as a
force of nature, and nature is equalled to sexuality — a sexuality that
it is necessary to control. Renoir painted, again and again, nudes and
semi nudes posing in nature. The titles of his paintings refer to nudes
or women, rather than to nymphs but his iconography, as Tamar Garb
has observed, is closely related to the nymph. Garb describes Re-
noir’s Nude in Sunlight, 1875-76 (fig. 13), in the following way: ‘Like
a nymph of the woods drawn from some timeless Arcadia: Woman
takes her place in a world of water and foliage, feathery and full in its
textural evocation, in which flesh, vegetation, hair and cloth provide
a soft and downy pillow on which the weary urban viewer can rest his
eyes.”® In classical mythology, as discussed above, nymphs as guardi-
ans of springs, forests, trees and sea, belong to nature. They are even
defined by which part of nature they belong to. In visual arts, nymphs
are mostly depicted outdoors, in their ‘natural habitat, as opposed to
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for example Venus, or Leda and the Swan, where indoor settings are
also frequent.

In the iconography of bathing females, water and women are closely
interlinked. In early Greek cult practice all water was considered sa-
cred. Susan Guettel Cole writes that ‘Rainwater was thought to come
from the male Zeus, and spring water, associated with the nymphs
from the female Earth.*” Cole gives some examples of rituals of women
involving water, for example, the baths of brides in protected water
before the wedding ceremony. Further, she argues that the worship
of the Goddess Hera (Juno) wife of Zeus (Jupiter), always involved
water. The ritual is believed to have been a celebration of the marriage
between Zeus and Hera, and is specifically associated with the latter’s
own bridal bath. Cole cites Pausanias (150 AD), who, in his story of
Greece, said that each year Hera took a bath in a particular spring,
and in that way restored her virginity.*” Also Artemis (Diana) was
associated with water and one of her many nicknames was Artemis
Limnatis, ‘Lady of the lake’.*! It is interesting to note in relation to
Crongvist’s bathing girls, and the preceding discussion about Venus
and nymphs, that one of the festivals held for Artemis Limnatis was
celebrated by young girls. Artemis Brauronia, too, was celebrated by
dancing maidens five to ten years old.*

In Ovid’s Metamorphoses nymphs and goddess swimming and bath-
ing are a never-ending source for peeping toms. Yet, in other examples
from the history of art water has fertilizing, penetrative associations.
Lucas Cranach the elder (1442-1553) for example made a series of en-
igmatic paintings of nymphs sleeping by a water source, one of which is
Nymph of the Spring, after 1537.% The reclining, nude female is posing
in nature, surrounded by the attributes and allusions to both nymphs,
Venus and Diana. In the upper left corner an inscription in Latin says:
‘1 am the nymph of the sacred spring, do not disturb my sleep. I am
resting.** Further, the pearls around the figure’s neck usually connote
Venus, whilst the bow and arrow, hanging in the nearby tree, and the
picking pheasants are associated with Diana.*> Thus Cranach al-
ludes to different kinds of female beauties, all of which it is common
to find represented by water of some sort. In the background of the
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painting there is a mountain with a
spring, from which water is sprout-
ing straight out. The water is shoot-
ing out in a highly suggestive penile
manner, which only serves to further
underline the sexuality of the female

% In different constellations

figure.
and at different historical times the
effects of the combination of water
and female nudes have had different
meanings. Yet, it is safe to conclude
that many representations of bathing
women are imbued with strong erotic
connotations.

As mentioned above, the Swed-
ish equivalent to Renoir’s bathing
women, is the painter Anders Zorn."’
A Swedish audience will be very
familiar with his many paintings of

14 Anders Zorn, After the Bath, 1895, oil on women with swelling, soft shapes. So

canvas, 84 x 50.5 cm, Nationalmuseum, Stock-

holm.

much so, that he has given name to
that particular type of women which
he preferred to paint.* Thus a Zornkulla is a variation on the term
Dalecarlian woman, (a woman from the Dalecarlia region, where Zorn
lived) and brings to mind a young rustic woman of generous forms and
blushing cheeks. The National Museum in Stockholm houses two
such paintings, one set indoors and the other outdoors. After the Bath,
1895 (fig. 14) shows a woman, painted with an impressionist touch,
drying her hair and doing so leaving the rest of her body exposed to the
viewer's gaze. The female figure’s eyes are downcast but the viewer is
still left wondering if she is not meant to be aware of our viewing as her
cheeks are red from blushing. The second nude figure, barely visible
in the stark light, is crouching in the background. The other painting
in the Stockholm collection, Girls from Dalarna Having a Bath, 1906,
(fig. 15) shows two women engaged in the cleaning ritual of bathing in
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a tub. One of the figures, the one further into

the painting, faces the viewer in a full frontal

view as she stretches a pan towards the fire,

located just outside the picture plane, but

whose warm light illuminates the rest of

the image. The other female figure is placed

closer to the viewer, turning her back towards

us as she sits in the tub. She is captured just

in the moment of bending down in the tub,

reaching for water and in that movement rais-

ing her generous behind towards us. There

is no doubt that these nineteenth century

representations are erotically charged, and

that the concept of the nymph lurks in the

background.* As I have concluded above,

the number of artists that have returned to

the theme of bathing women, mythological

or not, charging them with erotic undertones,

is nearly inexhaustible. In his work, Zorn cre-

ated a fantasy of the female nude, voyeuristic 15 Anders Zorn, Girls from Dalarna Ha-
images of women drying themselves in the  ving a Bath, 1906, National Museum,
sun somewhere in the Swedish archipelago, Stockholm.
or making an act of cleansing and hygiene into a scopophilic opportu-
nity. [ will soon return to the reason why these representations of the
female flesh are artful constructions, far removed from the reality of
the day.

I have mapped out how bathing and women are a frequent motif in
the history of art, and also how it is a theme where sexual connota-
tions are imbued. When a woman artist like Cronqvist revisits such a
theme, a lot of questions arise. s it possible to reclaim an area where
the female figure has been so remarkably exposed to the male gaze,
and where bathing women have more or less become synonymous
with objects for display?*” Embarking on such a theme means inscrib-
ing oneself to the tradition of male masters and their muses. But for
the woman artist painting herself, Cronqvist paints herself as a child,
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naked and bathing, and in doing that she becomes both the master and
the muse, which is when the whole iconography starts to break down.
Crongvist does know, [ am certain, what she is doing when she quotes
Leda and the Swan, but inserts a young, introvert and sad looking girl
instead of the usual shapely women. I would like to propose that she
positions herself as a painter smack bang in the middle of history of
art’s traditions, but instead of fitting in, her art sits there as a silent
eye sore, calmly provoking the museum’s big masters. Like Cranach’s
nymph by the spring, Cronqvist’s girl figures cite many traditions at
once, and as [ said at the start, rather than combining them, her work
falls in-between. If one such tradition is the bathing female, often
disguised as a mythological figure, the other is the bathing child, born
in the health movement in the nineteenth century.

Children in Water

In 1991 Crongqvist painted Three Girls in the Water ('Tre flickor i vattnet)
(fig. 16), displaying three girls playing side by side in shallow sea. To the
left, one figure is standing holding a mummy doll, dipping it into the
sea, in the middle a seated girl is bathing a daddy doll, and to the right
the third girl is bathing a black cat. When I stumbled upon the painting
A Summer’s Day, 1886 (fig. 17), by the British painter William Stott, |
was struck by the compositional similarities. In Stott’s painting three
naked figures, this time boys, relax and enjoy themselves by the sea.
They sit on a large expansive beach, typical for the English coast, and
are playing in a puddle of water that has come in from the sea in the
background. The boy to the left is standing up, leaning back looking
over his shoulder, and we view him from behind. The figure in the mid-
dle is crouching on all four touching his mirror image in the water and
the third figure sits down, leaning back on his hands spreading his legs
into the water. The boys” appearances are very similar, their hair has
the same cut and colour. Perhaps it is the same boy, repeated thrice,
perhaps three brothers. As to their identity Crongyist’s girl figures offer
the same interpretation. Their similar haircuts suggest a visual cloning,
but in the context of the larger body of Cronqvist’s girls, we can as-
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16 Lena Crongvist, Three
Girls in the Water (Tre flick-
or i vattnet), 150 x 170 cm,
1991, Vidamuseet, Oland.

17 William Stott, A Summer’s Day, 1886, oil on canvas, 132.9 x 189.3 ¢m,
Manchester Art Gallery.
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sume it is the two sisters, and the third figure being a repetition of one
or the other. Both interpretations are equally possible. Stott’s painting
also alerts us to the strong presence of representations of nude boys
and adolescents from the turn of the nineteenth century, a presence
contemporaneous with the female bathing nude.

Several Scandinavian painters were preoccupied with the theme
of bathing youngsters, mostly male, but rather than a mere one-way
eroticisation of naked flesh, these could also be seen as a display
of health and vitality, as propagated by for example Carl Curman.’’
Curman strongly advocated a health ideal involving the benefits of
swimming. His idea, as the Swedish art historian Bo Grandien points
out, was that ‘the naked skin would be strengthened by the exposure
to wind and water — in the sauna and swimming pool just as well
as in the sea air and saltwater at the West Coast.” Grandien sug-
gests that there is an echo of Curman’s teachings in the art of Zorn
when he painted women ‘skinny dipping. Thus bathing nudes also
advocate ideas about the healthiness of sun and salty swims, part
of the ‘spa culture’ that spread across Northern Europe at the turn
of the nineteenth century.® In the same spirit naturist colonies and
nudism were promoted, although areas for naturism were reserved for
men.>* The culture of bathing, in nature or in swimming pools, was
heavily promoted all over Northern Europe, from Ireland to Paris to
Stockholm.>® This is the cultural background against which I believe
it is important to consider the many images of nude children from the
turn of the nineteenth century. There are plenty of examples from all
the Scandinavian countries, but interestingly mostly of naked boys;
the equivalent of nude girls are much less frequent.>® One such rare
example is the painting Summer, 1915 (fig. 18) by the Swedish west
coast painter Carl Wilhelmson (1866-1928). Seated on one of the
red cliffs, typical for the region of Bohuslin, the naked young girl (the
model was the artist’s youngest daughter Ana) looks a bit like a sea-
maiden, a young nymphet in the Swedish Archipelago.”” This image
stands in stark contrast to for example Verner Thomé’s paintings of
swimming boys who are actively climbing on the steep rocks by the
seaside, as in Boys Playing, 1903 (fig. 19). Even when the boys are
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18 Carl Wilhelmson Summer,
1915, 105 x 95 cm, oil on canvas,
private collection.

19 Verner Thomé, Boys Playing, 1903, oil on canvas, 111 x 140.5 cm, Ate-
neum, Helsinki.



resting, as in Bathing Boys, 1920 (fig. 20), there is something active
and dynamic about their postures: two boys are approaching the sea,
the other two boys are sitting on the rocky beach, looking out towards
the bathing figures, as if they too are about to move. Despite her
young age, Wilhelmson'’s passively posing girl has thematically just as
much in common with nymphs as with bathing children. A traditional
pattern of women as passive recipients of the viewer’s gaze, and men
as active players in a drama, is repeated in these two different repre-
sentations of children. Or, put another way, the comparison highlights
a tradition of representing women or girls as a natural phenomenon,
and men or boys as producers of culture.

Nature versus culture

Looking at Wilhelmson’s sunbathing ‘sea nymphet’, a stream of differ-
ent thoughts and feelings flush through me. I can easily identify with
this girl on a physical level; I feel the sun on my body and the salt water
from the sea drying on my skin. The pink rocks are very familiar to me,
as | grew up during summertime, in the same west coast village Wil-
helmson came from and to which he always returned, both in person
and in his work.”® As I see the girl sitting on the rocks I can smell the
sea, | hear the seagulls and feel the warm cliffs underneath my body.
There is nowhere | personally have experienced an affiliation with
nature and the pleasure of bathing more strongly than in this precise
place. I can also identify with the adult taking pleasure, although
not sexual, in looking at a child posing in nature without any of the
restrictions of society or culture —an eternal image of the archetype of
innocence and purity. Although, things are seldom as they seem. As |
look at this seductive painting and let my thoughts wander off to the
summer paradise of my childhood, my thoughts are distracted. The
naturalness just seems too good to be true. To get a girl of eight years,
(Ana was born in 1907, thus 8 years when the painting was made in
1915) to pose naked might have been an achievement as such. The
image also reminds me of being a model myself, on those same cliffs,
for the French artist Paul-Armand Gette (b. 1927), needing someone
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to pose for him. Dressed in some pants of his choice, I happily sat on
the sun-drenched rocks letting him take the photographs he wanted.*
It was a short break in my play with friends and family in this sum-
mer holiday idyll. For Wilhelmson, a local son of this puritan west
coast society, painting nude females outdoors was a big thing indeed.
Undressing in public was just as unlikely as swimming in the sea, a
pastime reserved for the summer guests that started to frequent the
resort towards the end of the nineteenth century.® In his book on
Wilhelmson, Eric Jonsson writes that as a local it would have been
unthinkable to paint nudity but as Wilhelmson had left the area, trav-
elled to Paris and moved to Stockholm, the new influences and the
art to which he was necessarily exposed made it possible to break free
from these puritan constraints.®’ Some 70 years later, sometime in
the early 1980s, when Gette took his photographs of me, and several
other girls, nudity was no longer a taboo subject. Although, his project
was to push those limits, and when doing so he demonstrated the
thwarted politics of looking. Looking at Gette’'s images today they
not only evoke a discourse on Lolita type fantasies.® To me they also
demonstrate that what is seen as natural and taboo is very much in the
hands of the viewer, the producers of culture and the social order.

It has been an underlying argument throughout this chapter that
women and water are closely associated. Moreover, that many of the
works I have brought up in this chapter have represented woman, or
femininity as something natural, even as nature. The American an-
thropologist Sherry Ortner in her seminal essay ‘Is Female to Male as
Nature to Culture? argued that woman in culture has again and again
been reduced to nature. Ortner phrases her question straight at the
beginning of her text, asking ‘What could there be in the generalized
structure and conditions of existence, common to every culture, that
would lead every culture to place a lower value upon women?** Ort-
ner finds the answer to be nature, because nature is in most cultures
subordinated. Universally women, throughout history and in different
cultures, have been more closely associated to nature than men. In
women’s particular physiology, the procreative organs and life giving
breasts, ‘animality is more manifest’. She then proceeds to discuss
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20 Verner Thomé, Bathing Boys, 1920, oil on canvas, 108.5 x 130 c¢m, Ate-
neum, Helsinki.

why there is an inferior value attached to nature, and subsequently
to women, in culture and lastly the implications of this affiliation to
social structures.®*

We need to have the understanding of woman as closer to nature, if
not as nature, in the back of our minds when we view bathing female
figures, particularly as the theme was negotiated in the nineteenth
century and beyond. In her article on images of bathers in Paris to-
wards the end of the nineteenth century, Linda Nochlin writes: ‘Noth-
ing would seem less problematic than the late 19*-century bather:
it seems to be a natural “given” of art history: timeless, elevated,
idealized, and as such, central to the discourse of high art.®® In her
essay on Renoir’s bathers Garb points out that, on a closer look, the
naturalness of Nude in Sunlight (fig. 13) is compromised on several
levels. The female nude, surrounded by foliage with her hair let out
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has a sense of archaic womanliness and complete naturalness about
her. But, as Garb observes, the model’s shiny golden jewelleries be-
tray her modernity. Further, looking at the circumstances of the time,
there is, she argues, nothing natural about depicting an undressed
female in an outdoor environment.®® Nochlin in her essay points out
why it was unthinkable for a woman to undress outdoors in France
at the time and Catherine Horwood discusses the strict rules and
regulations around female bathers’ bodies in England during the first
part of the twentieth century.®” Although the bathers discussed in this
chapter are strongly associated as natural beings, be it as divinities of
nature or children of nature, they are, of course, a product of culture.
However ‘eternal’ the nude seems, as in Renoir's work, or however
classic the theme as in Cranach’s sleeping nymph, the figures herald
the urban contemporary.

In both versions of Cronqvist's The Girl in the Water the figure is
standing still, as if frozen, captured in a snapshot. It seems as if noth-
ing could be more natural and closer to nature, than a child swimming
naked in the sea. Yet, this figure, in the same way as Cranach’s nymphs
or Renoir's nudes, bears the marks of urban culture and society. To
be naked is not her natural habitat. Her stark white torso is distinctly
different from the tanned arms and legs, revealing her summer cos-
tume. In Renoir's Nude in Sunlight, the urban and modern girl is
transformed into a force of nature, where only a few telltale signs
mark her urbanity. The urban signs in Cronqvist’s girl figure on the
other hand, work in reverse; the tanned arms and legs, showing off
the traces of a summer dress, make her look unnatural and distinctly
uncomfortable in her birthday robe. This reversal also has a bearing
on the viewer’s attitude towards the painting. If, as Garb suggests,
the weary urban viewer can rest his, or her, eyes on the natural nude,
Crongvist's little figure transmit the discomfort her tensed body so
clearly felt in front of the viewer.

[ have argued that in Lena Crongyist's representations of bathing
girls, there are echoes of art historical references, from such varied
sources as classical mythology and renaissance art to images of
‘healthy bathers’ from the turn of the twentieth century. Whilst those
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traces are present, in the hands of Crongvist they become heavily
distorted. When, as [ have argued, Crongvist’s work is falling between
these visual traditions, she shows up the themes, which are echoed in
her work, and challenges the viewer, making uncomfortable all that
pleasure otherwise inherent in the theme of bathing females, young

or mature.
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2 Ambiguous Bodies

Am [ that which I observe or that which
observes me?

LEoNORA CARRINGTON !

On a visit to the Wallace Collection in London in June 2002, I was
taken by the hanging of one particular wall, coincidentally in what
is called the ‘Boudoir Room’. Eight of the ten paintings are by the
French artist Jean-Baptiste Greuze, and two by his British contem-
porary Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792). Of Greuze’s images, six are so
called tétes d'expression, most of which were made during the artist’s
later years, and the other two are genre paintings, telling famous sto-
ries from the Comédie Italienne.® The adolescent figure, bordering
between being a girl and a woman, is at the core in all of the paintings
by Greuze. What was the curator’s aim when putting together these
pictures in this particular room? This hanging intrigued me because
the display exhibits visual sensual pleasure in a way that, at least at
first sight, could be a textbook example of a visual realisation of male
erotic fantasies about female virginity. By putting these ten paintings
together on one wall the sexual aspects are further emphasised and
any other themes or narratives suppressed. In his play with allegories,
morality and taboos, Greuze paintings are full of contradictions be-
tween sexuality and innocence, in a way where primarily the girls’bod-
ies and postures betray the sexual undertones. In Reynold’s paintings
exhibited on this wall in the Boudoir Room, the sexual undertones
are particularly underscored by the girls’ attributes and by the figures
posing like women whilst being young children.’
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21 Daddy’s girl (Pappas flicka), 1993-94, h. 20.5 c¢m, bronze.

The contradictions in these eighteenth century paintings make them
interesting as a reference for Crongqvist’s girl figures and I think this
hanging serves as a good starting point for thinking about the ambigu-
ity in Crongyist’s paintings. Naturally Greuze’s images were made in a
different time and place than Crongqvist’s, but as the American scholar
Mary Sheriff argues, when looking at Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1732-
1806): ‘Probably I'm not the ideal viewer for Fragonard [Greuze in this
case], but his paintings are ideal for my interpretation.” The hanging
at the Wallace collection is an example of how the theme of girls in
the history of art has been eroticised. The soft powdery paintings by
Greuze are highly seductive, yet the theme leaves a bitter aftertaste.
It is this aftertaste that | propose is at the core of Crongvist's images
to be discussed in this chapter.

In Cronqvist's bronze sculpture Daddy’s girl (Pappas flicka), 1993-
94 (fig. 21), a theme she first elaborated on in a painting with the
same title in 1990, the daddy figure sits on a square stool, holding
the girl between his legs and close to his body. With his huge hands,
somewhat deformed as each hand only has a couple of fingers, the
father figure holds up the girl, but only slightly, so that she just about
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floats in the air above ground. The figures are set tight together, the
hard and cold bronze, once a fluid and hot material, unites the two
bodies forever. Their bodies are interlaced through the material as
well as through their grips; the father figure holds up the girl with
his hands around her waist, the girl figure holds on to the father with
her hands on his thighs. Although father and daughter are physically
firmly connected, there seems to be a vast abyss between them. The
father figure stares straight out with an empty look, not looking at the
girl, or at the spectator. The girl’s face is stripped of expression too,
her little eyes staring straight ahead, as if at nothing, a gaze seemingly
turned more inwards than outwards. There are few clues as to how to
interpret the sculpture: a contemplation of fatherly affection; or as an
example of a more strenuous relationship; as an image with sexual un-
dertones; or as a frozen moment captured just before the girl is about
to run off and play. What does exist is a high degree of ambiguity. |
start the discussion by exploring the ambivalence in Greuze's images
as his girl figures are exemplary illustrations of ambivalence in repre-
sentation. The two terms are very near, but with the difference that
ambiguity indicates an expression imprecise in meaning, alternatively
uncertainty in meaning or position. Ambivalence on the other hand,
is having two opposing and contradictory meanings.” The difference
is slight but if anything Cronqvist's work tend towards the former and
Greuze, as we shall see by my comparison, towards the latter.

In this chapter the main issue is to look at how ambiguity permeates
Cronqvist’s representations of girls. I also investigate how ambiguity
can be used as a feminist strategy, both for making and interpreting
art. I conclude the chapter with a discussion about the ambiguous
and problematic viewing position for the spectator and | compare
a painting by Cronqvist with a very similar composition by Balthus.
Throughout the chapter the question that Leonora Carrington posed
and which I have quoted at the top will run as a backbone: ‘Am I
that which I observe or that which observes me?® When Crongyist
represents herself in her art, this question is pertinent — is it pos-
sible, as a woman, artist or spectator, to escape objectifying oneself
in representation?
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Jean-Baptiste Greuze and Innocent Girls

In Greuze’s painting The Broken Jug, 1785 (fig. 22), a girl is standing
upright, holding a bunch of pink roses in her skirt, which doubles as
a basket. Over her right arm hangs the broken jug referred to in the
title. Her garments are hanging loosely around her in a disorderly
way. A monument or sculpture of some sort can be glimpsed in the
background, and its most visible feature is a lion spurting water. The
girl is, according to Norman Bryson, a typical ‘Greuze child’ whose
childlike features are exaggerated, for example the large eyes, and
the big head. At the same time, which Bryson also points out, the
girl is represented in the role of a woman, not the least through the
emphasis on the moist lips and the developed and revealed breasts.
Her awareness of her own sexuality is just as clearly expressed as is
her childishness. Greuze has, according to Norman Bryson, captured
the moment in a girl’s life when she is both child and adult, innocent
and experienced.” Greuze’s paintings of girls are full of contradictory
meanings. In The Broken Jug there is on the one hand much sexual
metaphor: the roses held over her crotch, the lion sculpture spurting
water — an image of double meanings of masculinity — and the girl
figure’s eroticised body per se. On the other hand there is the young
girl herself, brimming with innocence, and barely aware of the sexual
connotations her picture exudes. In many of his paintings Greuze
experimented with conflating moral messages with sexual undertones
causing a clear ambivalence as to what is represented: is it the attrac-
tion of sexual desire or its moral downfall. Brookner describes the
typical Greuze girl as ‘adolescent girls on the verge of orgasm’.® In
Greuze's representations of girls, there is a consistent juxtaposition
between complete innocence and, if not always culpability, at least
intent.

In the book Sedaine, Greuze and the boundaries of Genre the British
scholar Mark Ledbury offers an alternative to the customary analysis
of Greuze's work through Denis Diderot’s (1713-1784) criticism.
Ledbury examines how Greuze fused high and low; popular form
with artistic ambition; moral messages with ambiguities. Further how
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22 Jean-Baptiste Greuze, The Broken Jug, 1785, painting, 108 x 86 cm, The
Louvre, Paris.

Greuze as a young painter was influenced by Boucher as well as by
the popular opéra-comique.’ Although a comparison on these aspects
of Greuze’s and Crongvist’s work is not the intention of the following
discussion, and although their lives and the context in which their
art is situated are widely different (not the least through time, place
and gender), it might still be helpful to make a quick comparison.
Crongvist too, in quite a remarkable way, fuses high and low, as she
makes references to the fine art of history just as much as soaking up
and processing current trends in contemporary society (see also ‘Intro-
duction’). Cronqvist elaborates on personal experiences and through
her art makes these general. It is also true the other way around, that
she brings general experiences and themes from history of art to a
personal level. There is no doubt that in the experimentation with
genres, and in particular in his representations of adolescent women,
Greuze too brought in elements of Greek and Roman mythology, fol-
lowing in the footsteps of such artists as Boucher and Fragonard.'” An
example of Greuze’s play with allegory is The Milkmaid, year unknown
(fig. 23). The painting depicts a young woman leaning towards a horse
or pony, which has two carrier baskets over its back. The girl figure is
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23 Jean-Baptiste Greuze, The Milkmaid, year unknown, oil on canvas, 106x86
cm, The Louvre, Paris.

dressed in a plain red skirt with a white apron and a transparent scarf
around her neck, tucked into the loosely fitted shirt. As in the other
paintings by Greuze, discussed previously, the composition of the
loose garments draw attention to the chest, where the left nipple is
almost revealed. Most poignant in this painting, is the hand placed so
that if removed the dress would fall down from her breast. Another
focus point is the crotch, as the fold in the dress mimics the female
sex underneath. This is further emphasised by the milk cup, which
is placed in the same hand whose grip creates that suggestive fold in
the dress. According to The Oxford Guide to Classical Mythology in
the Arts 1300-1900s the sea nymph Galatea has often been depicted
in postclassical drama as a shepherdess or a milkmaid.!" In Greuze’s
interpretation of the milkmaid, mythological drama is combined with
reflections of contemporary life, desire and sexuality.

In some ways Greuze's emotional explosions could not be further
removed from Cronqvist’s restrained figures. The ambivalence in the
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24 Jean-Baptiste Greuze, A Girl with a Dead Canary, 1765, oil on canvas, oval:
53.30 x 46.00 c¢m, The National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh.

discussed paintings by Greuze is full of narrative, whilst in Crongvist’s
work, the story line is kept to a minimum (see further in chapter 3).
The ambivalence in Greuze's work seems intentional, as if it mim-
ics a presumed viewer's own feelings. This indeed was how Diderot
interpreted one of Greuze’s paintings when he responded to A Girl
with a Dead Canary, 1765 (fig. 24). The painting, which Diderot con-
sidered the most interesting at the Salon of 1765, shows a girl, with
a loose shawl around her shoulders and some flowers tucked into her
décolletage. She is leaning her head in one hand mourning the dead
bird lying on top of the wooden cage in front of her. Diderot wrote:
‘One would have approached that hand and kissed it, had one not
respected the child in its pain."? Diderot asks rhetorically why the
girl cries so over her bird and proceeds to imagine what could have
preceded the painted event. In Diderot’s fantasy the girl's mother left
her alone in the morning, something that would prove to be a mistake.
‘He came, and showed the girl his charm and passion and said to her
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25 Lena Crongyist, Hoary Swamp Lilies (Vissna myrliljor), 1973-74, 120 x
200 cm.

precisely the right things, that went straight into her heart. The man
was overwhelmed by the young girl's beauty and the girl by his confi-
dence. What happened the girl cannot be accused of, but her mother,
who left her in her seclusion and exposure.” But why cry, Diderot asks,
and proceeds to answer that a man who promised and met such a
wonderful young girl will not forget his promise. He will not desert
her. And the bird? If one has forgotten oneself forgetting one’s bird is
not so surprising. Perhaps the dead bird is a sign. He continues to say
that were it him who was guilty of the girl's misfortune he would not
be all that sad."

To today’s viewer of Greuze's paintings, as well as to Diderot, it is
clear that the ambivalence is in knowing that these girl figures are
represented with a sexuality that can be perceived as problematic. It is
problematic partly because in some images they look underage. This
innocence is on the other hand what makes them appealing to Diderot
and others. Looking at Greuze's paintings, I would like to argue that
as viewers we are positioned in what Laura Mulvey famously declared
‘the male viewing position’."* The pretty girls on display in Greuze’s
images are there for us to enjoy, and Diderot’s account for his viewing
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experience seems to describe to the point that
male position. Although, when looking at them
in 2005, it is clear that they are representations
of a femininity which does not, in the manner
of Renoir’s nudes, take into account a woman'’s
own sexuality or identity, in representation or
as a viewer. When compared with Crongvist’s
pictures, it is easy to see that the viewer’s ‘posi-
tion’in relation to her work is dramatically dif-
ferent. Next I will look closer at the ambiguity
within her images, before further discussing
issues of looking.

The Human Body

The human body plays a central role in Lena
Crongvist’s body of work as her images to a
large extent deal with narratives involving life
cycles and the human psyche, staged through
human figures.'> Even in her landscape paint-
ings the life and death of a body of sorts takes
centre stage. The painting Hoary Swamp Lil-
ies (Vissna myrliljor), 1973-74 (fig. 25), for
example, is a close up study of a plant, tell-
ing a story of life and death. The plant’s tired
leaves droop to the ground, connoting its year-
ly rite of passage, whereby its short life ends in
death every autumn, only to be relived again
next summer. In her representations of girls
the human body is of uttermost importance.
Not only do the figures’ bodies enact the sto-
ry, but there is also a narrative to be extrap-
olated from the bodies as such. The typical
non-descript backgrounds serve to enhance
the presence of the body even further. One
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26 Lena Crongvist, Two Girlfriends
(Vininnor), 1991.

27 Lena Crongqvist, Which Hand
(Vilken hand), 1990, 136 x 90 cm.
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example in which the human bod-

ies dominate the picture space is

the painting Two Girlfriends (Vii-

ninnor), 1991 (fig. 26), where the

background is nearly non-existent

in its pale grey colours, divided

into two fields; ground and back-

ground. Two identical figures hold

hands and are dressed in bright

red short trouser-suits. The fig-

ure on the right, from the viewer’s

perspective, is holding a mummy

doll. The two girl figures are liter-

ally filling up the space, stretch-

ing over two thirds of the canvas,

both vertically and horizontally. In

28 Lena Cronqvist, Girl, Gorilla and Sun (Flicka, — Which Hand (Vilken hand), 1990

gorilla och sol), 1992, 43 x 39 c¢m. (see plate 5) (fig. 27), the irl figure, dressed in

the same red outfit as in Two Girl-

friends, holds her hands behind her back. In this painting too, the

background is whitewashed in a grey tone, and the sun (or moon), po-

sitioned slightly to the right, is vaguely painted over and the horizon

only just stated. The title asks which hand, but we don’t know who's

being asked or what is being promised. If the game is played with the

two black pets, a dog to the left and a cat to the right, it is somewhat

pointless as they are situated behind the figure and can therefore see

in which hand the treasure is kept. What is more, the figure’s som-

bre face has taken all pleasure out of the game, giving it a serious sig-
nificance.

Human bodies tend to dominate the picture space in Cronqvist’s
paintings of girls, as in the painting Which Hand. In a review Eva
Strom writes that the sexuality of the girl figure in Cronqvist's images
is ambiguous and disturbs both the interpretation and any easy view-
ing experience. She argues that what makes the figure in The Girl in
the Water (fig. 11; plate 3) look so exposed is the discomfort expressed
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29 Lena Crongqvist, Girl with Mirror and Gorilla (Flicka med spegel och goril-
la) 1993-94, bronze, h. 23 cm.

by the body posture. I also agree with Strom when she argues that the
sense of exposure is further accentuated by the figure’s sex, placed in
the exact middle of the canvas.'® Another painting where the sexual
ambivalence is intriguing is Girl, Gorilla and Sun (Flicka, gorilla och
sol), 1992 (fig. 28; plate 5). Our main character is very young in this
image, standing erect in the middle of the canvas with her feet placed
towards the lower edge. A small tonal difference in the colour blue
separates the upper and lower field. Although an even stronger dif-
ferentiator between ground and background is the application of the
paint. The upper part, or the sky, is thinly painted with vertical strokes
and the lower half is painted with thicker paint and horizontal strokes.
We get the idea that the figures are placed outdoors because, also in
this painting, in the top right corner (from the viewer’s perspective) an
orange sun (as confirmed by the title), has been painted over, albeit
only thinly so, as the sun still shines through. Behind the girl figure a

Ambiguous Bodies 65



seated gorilla is portrayed, supporting itself with its long arms. That
supporting, or balancing act, also serves to frame the girl figure.

Pets are often represented in Cronqvist's images, but like the swan in
the painting Girl and Swan, (fig. 3: plate 1) (discussed in chapter 1), the
presence of the gorilla complicates the interpretation. Gorillas feature
in several of Crongqvist’s works, as in the painting Girl, Poppy and Go-
rilla (Flicka, vallmo och gorilla) 1992, where the animal sits in a much
more calm and restful manner in the background.'” In the sculpture
Girl with Mirror and Gorilla (Flicka med spegel och gorilla) 1993-94
(fig. 29) the girl stands in front of a gorilla holding a mirror in her hand.
The figures and the base on which they are placed is cast in bronze,
but between the two figures, separating them, is a piece of glass. The
girl holds up her hand towards the gorilla, saluting him or her, whilst
the animal scratches its chin looking back at the girl. Neither a swan,
nor a gorilla, are cosy, cuddly animals. Furthermore, neither in socie-
ty nor in fiction are there any famous relations between a gorilla and a
little girl. However, there is a tradition of gorillas as a feature in mov-
ies. Particularly is this so in the upheaval of Hollywood produced thrill-
ers from the 1930s and 1940s, based around a gorilla as an evil and sex-
ual force capturing the leading lady. The prime example is the feature
film King Kong, 1933, where the giant gorilla falls in love and kidnaps
the beautiful woman.'® Even though the movie might be far fetched
as a direct reference to Cronqvist’s painting, the idea that the gorilla is
male springs to mind. The word gorilla in Swedish, apart from denoting
an animal, is also slang for bouncer, a very male occupation, as well as
an expression for gangster. One argument to read the animal as a meta-
phor for a male being is that in the early 1990s Crongvist made sever-
al paintings where there is an uncertain sexual relationship between
the girl and a male figure. I discussed in the previous chapter a poten-
tial reading of the presence of a male as a sexual subtext in the painting
Girl and Swan. Another example where exposure and vulnerability are
at stake is The Edge of the Wood (I skogsbrynet), 1994 (fig. 30; plate 6).
Towards a flaming red background — the ground as well as the sky and
the forest are painted in red tones — the naked girl, with the trade mark
ribbon holding the fringe to one side, is standing upright at the fore-
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front of the canvas. Behind
the girl figure, closer to the
forest, a naked adult man
approaches her. The male
figure is not actually por-
trayed as walking but the
upper body is leaning for-
ward at an unsettling, awk-
ward angle, or as if cap-
tured when about to take
a step. His face is without
features, and is more sim-
ilar to the dolls in her oth-

er paintings than to any ac-
30 Lena Cronqvist, The Edge of the Wood (I skogsbrynet),

lh ing. The m:
tual human being. Theman 50 %/ oS0 (see plate 6)

coming after the girl does
evoke feelings of threat. Why are they naked? Parents warnings to their
children not to follow strangers to unknown places seem to echo in
my ears. But the figures are moving away from the dark forest, not go-
ing there. It is possible to continue to speculate about interpretations
of the painting and the story it is telling. For now, I will simply point
out, that, when looking at several of these paintings, there are without
doubt troubling sexual undertones.

The same sense of a double message is also present in the paint-
ing Girl, Gorilla and Sun. On the one hand we have the references
of exposed girls whose sexuality might be threatened, on the other
self-sufficient girls denying that reading. The gorilla in this painting
might also be read as a female animal, an argument supported by the
fact that its breasts seems inflated."” In that reading its framing of the
girl with her (or his) arms would more easily be read as protecting the
girl. Of course, regardless of whether the gorilla’s gender is male or
female it could be read as both threatening and protecting. However,
as discussed above, a male figure in relation to little girls does bear
threatening connotations. Having said that, the gender of the gorilla
might still be insignificant. Much more striking and that which re-

Ambiguous Bodies 67



ally emphasises a sense of ambiguity and sexuality, is, as in Greuze’s
paintings, the girl’s body in itself. The red slabs of paint dominate the
otherwise pale figure; the red line on the lower part of her tummy
indicate her genitalia, emphasised by the red v-shaped ribbon in her
hair. The attention to the colour red is furthered by the red smeared
mouth, much too red to be a natural colour, as well as by the redness
in the figure’s eyes.

In several of Crongyist's paintings the girl figures’ sexual parts are
abnormally large and very much at the centre of attention. Looking
again at the painting The Girl in the Water I and 11, (fig. 11; plate 3)
the figure’s tanned face and arms catch our attention but once the
abnormally large genitalia are distinguished, they become the centre
of the image. The hairless triangle, reversely crowned by the crevice,
looks like a separate part attached to the rest of the body. Once the
viewers' eyes alight on that part of her body her rounded belly starts
to appear more clearly. In The Girl in the Water and Girl, Gorilla and
Sun alike, the girl figures’ youth is stressed by the bloated belly young
children often have. The round belly is also echoed in the animal’s
circular shape. But there is an immediate visual contradiction in the
childlike figure’s body; apart from being too young to be pregnant,
from a social and moral aspect it is also too young to be sexualised.

The ambiguities in Crongvist’s representations work on several
levels, and the imprecision in meaning is illustrated by the above
examples, where implications of the figures’ bodily features are un-
certain. In Greuze’s case the ambivalence regarding the girl figures’
sexuality is more outspokenly made into a narrative in the paintings.
[ would like to argue that the paintings by Crongvist discussed in
this chapter float somewhere between those ideals, where innocent
playful children and sexualised girls are the two different poles. If
these polar opposites can, as Bryson suggests, co-exist in the work of
Greuze, they are in Crongvist’s images made awkward.? Whilst [ have
argued that there is a questionable subtext in her images discussed
hitherto in this chapter, it is an uncomfortable subtext, and not as in
Greuze's case a subtext made titillating to the viewer. By contrasting
her work with Greuze’s, one example amongst many, [ have hoped
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to illustrate issues of girls in representation that I think exists also in
Crongqvist’s paintings. The important difference is that in her work
those issues are consciously elaborated and seem to be there in order
to intentionally disturb the viewer.

Ambiguity: A Positively Problematic Strategy

Crongqvist’s representations of girls as discussed so far are ambiguous,
both in terms of their themes and in terms of the figures” bodies.
As Strom argued, because the figures’ sexuality is ambiguous, that
interferes with our interpretation.?' As discussed in the ‘Introduction’,
representations of girls are often characterised by double standards. It
is at once a body that is idealised and eroticised and as such scandal-
ised. I also pointed out in the ‘Introduction’, that there is surprisingly
little literature on representations of girls. It is an issue that it is dif-
ficult to obtain a standing to, both risking exploiting and moralising,
all at the cost of real children. I think it is important to critically look
at images such as Crongqvist’s, or for that matter those by Greuze.
However, rather than providing an understanding of children, they
give us insight into politics of representation and interpretation in
visual arts. Double standards have also strongly characterised rules
and regulations, aesthetic and legal, concerning representations of
the adult female body. One way of approaching the ambiguities of the
girl figure in representation is through the discourses on ambiguity in
feminist critique about the female body in art.

Since the emergence of the second wave of feminism since 1968,
as described by Julia Kristeva, artists and feminist scholars have been
concerned with the female body in representation.? The British art
historian Lynda Nead points out in her book The Female Nude, 1992,
that the subject is immense and says that one is easily impressed by
the many fields in contemporary and historical culture that are opened
up by studies of the female nude.?* The Female Nude is in fact the first
major rethinking about the underlying structures and implications of
representations of the female body since Kenneth Clark’s seminal
book The Nude, first published in 1957. Nead mentions that lots of
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writers have made interesting and very important observations about
individual artists, but with the lack of a major survey, Clark’s tropes
about the naked and the nude have remained unchallenged for a long
time.** (As a young student of history of art at the beginning of the
1990s I recall how I was taught the difference between the naked and
the nude with reference to Clark’s paradigm).

In the light of today’s research in the field of history of art, and in
related disciplines such as visual culture or film studies, Clark’s study
seems nothing but offensive. Or rather, considering that it was writ-
ten in the 1950s, with its particular context of gender stereotyping,
it is astonishing that it has had a bearing for so long. Clark’s project
was to analyse the nude in relation to the concept of the ideal. The
naked body is seen as fundamentally different from the nude, as the
naked is undressed and the nude is dressed in the robe of art. What
critics have pointed out since then, is that naked is naked whether
it is art or not, and that the parameters for what gives aesthetic, as
opposed to sexual, stimulation, are highly volatile. Several of Clark’s
fallacies have been proven untrue, for example his notion that: ‘Since
the 17% century we have come to think of the female nude as a more
normal and appealing subject than the male.”> Solomon-Godeau, for
example, demonstrates the reverse in her book Male Trouble, and she
argues that historically it was in fact the male body which was the
ideal for beauty and nudity, the female body as an ideal is from that
perspective but an exception.? Several other art historians have also
debated the ‘Clarkian’ view and offered a number of alternative mod-
els for interpretation. One other such example is Marcia Pointon’s
study Naked Authority: The Body in Western Painting 1830-1908. She
contests that the nude is a timeless ideal, and successfully establishes
the nude body in a cultural discourse and as something that is neces-
sarily negotiated in relation to a viewer.?’

Nead investigates the meaning of the female nude, highlighting that
it is a figure inundated with ambiguity. She argues that the female
nude at times has been seen as both an ideal form, and simultaneously
marking the border to the indecent. Thus the female body is both at
the very centre of art and is challenging its boundaries. Nead provides
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several examples of female nudity that challenge definitions of art
and pornography, demonstrating how strong an influence the cultural
context has had on perception. As a result, what can be determined
‘decent’ nudity and not, have proved ambiguous, and it depends on
who draws the lines and for whom. Another level of ambiguity is
introduced when that framing is being confronted; when the ‘when,
where and who' is drawing the lines are changed.”® Nead discusses
several examples of women artists who have challenged these notions
and reclaimed the female body. Making an image of a woman as a
woman calls for different sets of criteria, both in the making and in
the viewing. Nead quotes the American artist Mary Kelly (b. 1941),
who expressed a concern that it is problematic for a feminist artist to
represent a woman. Kelly herself has, in her art, represented her own
body through emblematic objects. Both Kelly and Nead are in two
minds about the ambiguities around women artists' representations of
women. Because, just as much as new ambiguous representations of
women have potential to offer more varied interpretations of feminin-
ity, female sexuality and the female nude, it may also bring legitimacy
to the exploitation of an already exploited body.*

Nine years after Nead’s study on the female body, Helen McDonald
published Erotic Ambiguities: The female nude in art.* Instead of seeing
ambiguity in relation to representations of female bodies, femininity
and sexuality as something potentially destructive for feminist goals,
McDonald proposes an analysis of ambiguity as something enabling,
constructive and positive. According to her study, a turnaround in the
debate, and in art, came about with the emergence of pro-sex femi-
nists in the 1980s and with pop artists such as Madonna, bordering
between exploitation of the female body and liberation of ‘her’ sexual
drives. This turnaround, according to McDonald, has opened up op-
portunities for artists to rethink the female nude in representation as
something positive, enabling ways to express ‘woman’s’ sexual desires.
She maintains that reconsidering ambiguity as something positive,
rather than a suspicious side effect, as in Lynda Nead’s view, will allow
artists and interpreters to rethink the body in representation.

It is only towards the end of McDonald’s study that ambiguity be-
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comes more problematic. After having gone through pains to elaborate
on all the positive effects of ambiguities for a feminist orientated pro-
duction and critique of art, McDonald concludes that:

While the principle of inclusiveness may be extended to older women,
on ethical grounds, for example, the increase in child pornography and
the eroticisation of children in advertising suggests that this principle

[ambiguity as a positive force] should not always be applied.?!

Her own stance on the matter is ambivalent too. Whilst on the one
hand she positively cites Catharine Lumby, she also thinks this author
is taking it one step too far when Lumby’s strong position against cen-
sorship extends into representations of children. Lumby’s arguments
against censorship of representation of sex are appealing. As she points
out, a pro-censorship policy is not only in line with conservatism but
is also about speech control, a strategy not favourable to feminist cri-
tique. Lumby brings up as an example of ambiguous representations
of sexualised children, a Calvin Klein advertising campaign that ran
in 1995, featuring young teenagers mostly clad in underwear. Lumby
summarises opponents’ critique against the campaign, which argued
that the 1970s style room, where the scenarios were set, evoked adult
magazines of that era. Furthermore, opponents criticised the images
as being ‘kiddie porn’, and claimed that these images exposed them to
overtly sexualised images of themselves, and to an imitation of adult
sexual behaviour. Lumby’s argument is that mid-teen kids are not
only extremely media savvy, they are also sexual beings. She writes:
‘Rather than seeking to ban images which depict teenagers as sexually
precocious, concerned adults might accomplish more by supporting
the availability of quality sex education, contraception and personal
counselling for high school kids.** McDonald is with Lumby on this
one, and so am [, but McDonald rightly criticises Lumby for still
not trying to get to the bottom of the problem; why advertising and
pornography continue to offend so many women.

According to McDonald ambiguity is a term ‘associated with the im-
precision of language’. But, as she points out, in visual arts, ambiguity,
whether employed as a conscious strategy, or as an accident, is a result
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of complication, vagueness or obscuring. McDonald continues and ar-
gues that ambiguity, depending on someone’s critical perspective, can:

occur in the mind or the body of the artist, or in the way the artist is
positioned as a ‘subject’ in discourse. It can be found in the artwork
or in the spectator, in public or in private space, or in the relationship
between the art and its historical context. If art is to be seen as an
extension to the body, and as a point of mediation between the artist’s
body and that of the spectator, ambiguity is an effect of its being both
an object for erotic display and an object of erotic, visual pleasure.
As such, ambiguity is of primary interest in a feminist analysis of the

female body in visual representation.®?

The ambiguity in Cronqvist’s work subscribes to many of the different
levels McDonald maps out. If it occurs in the mind or the body of the
artist we are not to know, but it is probably safe to assume that the art-
ist Lena Cronqvist's subject position as a woman, making ambiguous
images of herself as a girl, does entail a certain degree of ambiguity.
In Cronqvist’s case ambiguity is found in ‘the way the artist is posi-
tioned as a “subject” in discourse’, within the artwork, as well as in the
spectator. McDonalds’ discussion around ambiguity is useful because
at the same time as she argues convincingly the positive effects for
feminism of ambiguity in representation of women, she also agrees
that as soon as pre-adult bodies come into question, the discussion is
not as straightforward. Rather than offering an answer, her discussion
points to the many sides of representations of girls. What does run as
an undercurrent, not fully brought forward in her discussion, is the
position of the viewer. It seems that as much as there are ambiguous
levels inherent in the figures’ bodies in Crongvist’s images, they also
call for complex and ambiguous viewing scenarios.

Anxious Looking

In Greuze's painting Ariadne, 1786 (fig. 31), the figure is throwing
back her head, rolling up her eyes in the sockets whilst lustfully sepa-
rating her full moist lips. The sensual gesture is emphasised as one
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31 Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Ariadne, 1786, 49
x 42.8 cm oil on wood, the Wallace Collec-
tion, London.

of her hands lightly touches the throat whilst holding up a corner of
the dress, as if in a vain attempt to conceal her exposed breasts. Mary
Sheriff has observed that representations of women in ecstasy are
marked by precisely this body language, where the prime example
is Lorenzo Bernini’s (1598-1680) sculpture St Theresas Ecstasy.**
Jacque Lacan said of the sculpture that ‘you only have to go and look
at Bernini’s sculpture in Rome to understand immediately that she is
coming, there is no doubt about it.** Lacan’s comment prompted an
answer from Luce Irigaray, criticising the psychoanalyst over his view
on women. In her text ‘Cosi Fan Tutti’, Irigaray delivers an analysis of
psychoanalytic discourses on female sexuality. One of her arguments
is that in this discourse, ‘the feminine occurs only within models and
laws devised by male subjects’. She argues that it is a challenge to ask
if women can express anything at all, which for Lacan would have
challenged his ‘mastery’.
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And to make sure this does not come up, the right to experience pleas-
ure is awarded to a statue. “Just go look at Bernini's sculpture in Rome,
you'll see right away that St Theresa is coming, there is no doubt about
it.” In Rome? So far away? To Look? At a statue? Of a saint? Sculpted
by a man? What pleasure are we talking about? Whose pleasure? For
where the pleasures of the Theresa in question is concerned, her own
writings are perhaps more telling. But how can one “read” them when
one is a man? The production of ejaculations of all sorts often prema-
turely emitted, makes him miss, in the desire for identification with the

lady, what her own pleasure might be all about.*®

In her angry answer to Lacan’s interpretation of Bernini's St Theresa,
Irigaray makes visible the uneven distribution of power when it comes
to making images of femininity. Not only are these dominated by the
man as the ‘author’, the femininity on display becomes simply a me-
diator for expressing the male fantasy. She also points out that even
though a woman had made such an image, it would be hard for a ‘male’
dominated culture to interpret it. As many theorists have pointed out,
the making of and looking at visual arts has been strongly dominated
by the male gaze and I have already mentioned Mulvey’s theories.
When, according to her, we look at narrative art, or as she writes about
narrative film in the essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’,
the film places us in a particular viewing position. She analyses how
in many films the hero is always the man, and the heroine is defined
by the man’s desire for her. Thus, regardless of the person’s gender
when looking at a particular film, or piece of art, we are positioned
in a particular viewing position, and we are destined to identify with
the hero.””

[ think there is little doubt that Greuze's paintings of girls and young
women call for a typically ‘male gaze’ orientated viewing. However,
when Cronqvist employs the girl figure, and positions ‘her’ in some-
times ambiguous scenarios, the viewing gets more complicated. For a
start, is it possible to represent oneself in a visual language where the
woman, or girl, is already objectified and to a certain extent exploited?
As discussed above, the question of whether a woman artist can suc-
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cessfully reclaim and renegotiate that image has been much debated
and there are many view points and conflicting theories on the mat-
ter. To a certain extent, Cronqvist's work reflects this debate, at least,
when as in this chapter, viewed in the light of other artists’work where
the girl figure is colonised by a male view. In Looking On: Images of
Femininity and in the Visual arts and media Rosemary Betterton sum-
marises issues about looking at pictures of women. She points out that
women who represents themselves face a fundamental problem; given
the history of the female nude as an erotic spectacle, can women find
a new imagery for the female body, which escapes oppressive codes
of representation? She questions if it is at all possible for a woman to
represent herself without ‘destroying’ the old images of femininity.*
Crongvist has bravely stuck her head into the lion’s jaws, when she
reworks ambiguous themes from the history of art, and challenges
the whole discourse on representations of women. In the previous
chapter the theme of Leda and the swan was central; here 1 look at
how Crongvist’s images evoke a tradition of a compromised view on
little girls in representation. In all these examples she makes use of
exactly that narrative that has objectified femininity and has been seen
as oppressive for women. In some of her images, as in Girl, Gorilla
and Sun, the girl figures’ sexuality is strongly emphasised, but at the
same time the image is profoundly un-erotic. In other words, I think
Crongqvist successfully reclaims the girl figure from the male gaze.
As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Cronqvist has worked
with variations on the theme ‘daddy and girl’, a theme with many
layers of ambiguity. In a painting from 1990 Daddys Girl (Pappas
flicka), (fig. 32; plate 7), the father figure sits on a grey cube, which
is the only other element in the image, apart from the father and the
daughter. His large body swamps the tiny little girl, whose smallness
is exaggerated by her very thin limbs, contrasted to the father’s large
hands. The figures are surrounded by bare surfaces, a background and
an empty floor, yet to me this image feels claustrophobic. The father
holds the girl, and his face looks tender. The girl’'s face on the other
hand looks rather morose. Sven Sandstréom suggests one reading and
writes that the image is about ‘a child encapsulated in love and belief,
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32 Lena Cronqvist, Daddys Girl (Pappas flicka),
1990, 114 x 117 cm. (see plate 7)

ready to run away and do her own things’.* I cannot quite agree with
Sandstrom; to me this painting does not easily read as a manifestation
of love and belief — at least not without complications.

Another way of approaching the image is to compare it with a later
version, Daddy and Girl (Pappa och flicka), 1993 (fig. 33; plate 8). The
father, sitting on a yellow, cubic stool, is holding the girl in much the
same way as in the sculpture and painting from 1990 (fig. 21). He
holds the girl and she holds onto him, or leans against him, having
her hands on each of his legs. The father and the daughter are very
similar in the two paintings. They are for example dressed in the same
clothes, the father in his black trousers and a white t-shirt, and the
girl in a short, red, sleeveless dress. In the title we are alerted to two
figures, and indeed the daddy and the girl are in the limelight, but
there is a third character lying in the background, which gives sig-
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33 Lena Crongyist, Daddy and Girl (Pappa och Flicka),
1993, 55 x 44cm. (see plate 8)

nificant meaning to the drama. The mother figure, looking somewhat
abandoned, suggests a narrative to this picture, where the girl and
the father are united and the mother quite literally put to one side.
Thus, reading the theme in terms of some kind of Oedipal drama is
yet another approach, where the mother and the daughter are each
other’s rivals for the father’s attention. If that is an acceptable inter-
pretation, then in this painting it is the girl who triumphs, but she
does not look particularly triumphant or happy, rather the opposite.
The girl looks trapped and her inward looking face and blank stare in
the later version underlines the sense of claustrophobia mentioned
above. This entrapment is even stronger in the first version; the two
figures’ bodies are much tighter together, where the girl is embraced
by the father’s whole body. It is also furthered by the direction of their
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34 Balthus, Joan Miré and his Daughter Do-
lores, 1937-38, oil on canvas, 130.2 x 88.9
cm, Museum of Modern Art, New York.

gazes. In the later version the figures are looking, or at least they have
eyes, and gaze blankly ahead. In the first version they are deprived of
their eyes, which are substituted by black, mask like holes (something
Crongqvist has employed many times and I discussed it in relation to
the painting Olympus in chapter one).

The variations of ‘daddy and girl" are depicted as scenes from a fam-
ily drama. A painting by Balthus, Joan Miré and his Daughter Dolores,
1937-38 (fig. 34) makes for a great comparison as the resemblances
in theme as well as composition are striking. It is likely that Cronqvist
knows about this painting and her awareness of Balthus and his im-
ages of girls has been previously recognised. Nina Weibull wrote
in The Grove Dictionary of Art: “These [girl figures] lonely children
are enclosed in a strange, luminous atmosphere, recalling both 15
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century fresco painting and the art of Balthus (1908-2001).*° On an
occasion when [ talked to the artist about Balthus she did indeed
confirm that she found his girl figures compelling but in some kind
of twisted way.*' Balthus’s painting of Joan Mir6 (1893-1983) and his
daughter shows a man sitting on a wooden chair. Standing between
his legs is his daughter Dolores. He is dressed in a dark suit and the
girl in a stripy, knee length dress with puff sleeves. The background is
reduced of any other narrative — unusual for Balthus’s paintings which
otherwise are full of props to enforce the narrative.** The reduced
and flat background is very much like those in Crongvist’s paintings
of girls. The painting is split into two parts, with a sharp horizontal
line separating the dark floor from the not as dark greenish, brownish
back wall. The similarities continue, because, just as in Cronqvist’s
images of ‘daddy and girl’, Mir6 and his daughter are ambiguously
represented. They are holding onto each other in a way that suggests
an uncertain power relation. The father is grabbing her waist with one
of his arms, so as to hold onto his daughter. However, she is holding
him too, with one hand on his knee, and the other hand over his
hand. The double holding of each other can be seen as sign of their
mutual affection, which is immediately contradicted by their faces,
completely devoid of expression or emotion.

Guilty Viewers

We have in front of us two very similar paintings, made by two dif-
ferent artists where the time gap of fifty years place them in different
cultural contexts. Do these differences matter? When | compare
Crongvist with Greuze, it is just a loose comparison where his girls
are examples of a visual tradition, which Cronqvist’s work subverts
at large. Balthus’s painting of Mir¢ and his daughter is different, as [
argue that the similarities in theme and composition with Crongvist’s
Daddy’s Girl and Daddy and Girl are striking. If we accept that the
paintings are of the same thing, a father and his daughter, does it
matter to us when viewing these that one was made by a man and the
other a woman?
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Balthus portrait is markedly different from his other representations
of girls, where he has excelled as amaster of explicit propositions, where
the girl figure’s sexuality is strongly underlined and fully colonised by a
male gaze. Balthus, often talking about himself in third person, denied
readings of his images as transmitting a sense of sexuality, blaming it
all on the viewer:

Perhaps here is as good a place as any to point out that the fabled theme
of the young adolescent girl, which Balthus has treated repeatedly, has
nothing whatsoever to do with sexual obsession except perhaps in the
eye of the beholder. These girls are in fact emblematic archetypes
belonging to another, higher realm. Their very youth is the symbol
of an ageless body of glory, as adolescence (from Latin adolescere:
to grow toward) aptly symbolizes that heavenward state of growth,
which Plato refers to in the Timaeus. Eroticism is nowadays confused
with libidinousness, thus obscuring the true intelligence of esoteric
works ultimately pertaining to the divine cosmic mystery of love and

desire.®?

The artist's brother and writer, Pierre Klossowski, on the other hand,
delivered a somewhat contradictory statement. He confirms the bla-
tant, exploitative streaks in the image, without himself necessarily
regarding the exposure of the girls as either blatant nor exploitative.
The quote below concerns the painting The Room, 1952-54.* The im-
age features a girl dressed in Balthus's trademark outfit for girls; white
knee high socks and red slippers or shoes. In this painting the girl is
otherwise naked, draping her young body over a chaise lounge, head
tilted backwards and arm flung out, a bit like Marat in Jacques-Louis
David’s (1748-1825) painting The Death of Marat, 1793.* Pierre Ko-
sslowski points out the ambiguities in the image, concerning whether
the girl has been violated or pleasured.

The light of day is cast upon the victim, offered and thrown back on
a chaise lounge, is this an orgasm following a rape? Or else nothing
happened at all. The painting seems to be situated on the verge where
nothing happened and the irrevocable are poised. The determined ges-

ture of the figure pulling back the curtain is like an endless reiteration
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of the flagrant delicato of which the cat in the table is the only witness:
the cat (belonging to the same species as the skirted dwarf) observes
with the same amazement the illuminating gesture at it's accomplice
what consequences will the latter draw from what he is showing, other

than a magnificent painting.*

Regarding the dress code, the art historian, Jean Clair, suggests it is
an important element as an erotic accessory for the echoes it arouses
in male imagination’.”” There is little doubt about the messages in
Balthus paintings. I disagree with the artist on this matter, who argued
that any sexual obsession has to do with the viewer. Certainly his
somewhat twisted imagery does not appeal to each and every viewer.
However, what they do is evoke an awareness of eroticism, if a some-
what murky eroticism.

In his greater body of work Balthus made himself famous for fusing
common themes from the history of art, such as a woman doing her
toilette, with an iconography of eroticised girls, and I would like to
argue that his images turn us into involuntary voyeurs of a gloomy old
drama, where the voyeuristic experience is one of guilt. I questioned
above whether the artists’ gender was important to the interpretation
of their paintings. In the case of Balthus’s portrait Joan Miré and his
Daughter Dolores, 1 would like to say that it is not so important who
he was, but that the body of work that made him famous infuses my
viewing of his art in general and the discussed portrait in particular.
However, in that view I might just be too blinded by my past experi-
ence of Balthus images, and neglect to see this portrait for what it is.
The ambiguities in the portrait of Mir6 and Dolores are of a different
kind, neither sexual nor voyeuristic. Yet the image is no warm portrait
characterised by affection between the two family members. The
father is holding the girl with his hand around her waist, a double
gesture of affection and control. The same goes for the girl, whose
leaning against the father can be seen as a trustful act. Her hand on
top of his can also be seen as an act of control, albeit contradicted by
its limpness, which underlines the two characters’ empty and placid
expression. The image is filled with a great feeling of discomfort, or
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indeed boredom as Rewald suggested. This is taken even further,
knowingly or not, in Cronqvist's painting Daddy's Girl (fig. 32; plate
7) where the father’s affection seems exaggerated by his tilted head,
leaning towards the daughter. She on the other hand seems swamped
by the massiveness of his body and big hands. Her overly thin arms
are utterly delicate and seem barely powerful enough to make any
movements at all. Her resistance is concentrated to the face, whose
empty eyes and blank expression refuse any contact, from within or
outside the image, and it is this cold look, which infuse the painting
with meaning.

If it is not particularly important for our viewing experience that
the painter of Joan Miré and his Daughter Dolores was the male artist
Balthus, it is of much greater importance who Crongvist is as an art-
ist. That she is a woman, painting herself as a girl, is important and
interesting, although if she had been a man and painted herself as a
boy in his father’s arms, the interpretation might have been much the
same. What is more crucial, and where the two paintings differ most,
is that Balthus has made an outsider’s reading of two other persons,
interpreting their relationship. When we look at Crongyist’s painting,
we know that at one level this is a self-portrait, which complicates the
levels of ambiguities even further, because then it is, potentially, a self-
confessional image. Regardless of whether it is a confessional image
or not, and it is very likely that it isn’t, upon which I will elaborate in
the next chapter, the fact that it is a kind of self portrait adds meaning
to the painting.

Crongvist’s paintings of girls do evoke the male gaze tradition. Yet,
as Weibull has suggested, at the same time as the girl is made into
an object in the painting, by staring back the child offers the viewer
some resistance.® The type of guilt one may encounter as a viewer of
her paintings, in line with my arguments above, is different than that
experienced in relation to the work of Greuze or Balthus. At the same
time as attention is drawn to Cronqvist’s girl figures’ biology, and the
sometimes ambiguous scenarios, their bodies are not made erotic, nor
are the images seductive. With reference to the ongoing debate about
girls in representation, and whether Cronqvist successfully manages
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to reinterpret representation of girls, I would like to argue that her
girl figures are either ‘good or bad’. On the one hand they can be
read as victims of the male gaze, but much more so, they challenge
that reading and most of all they leave us with a positively subversive
and ambiguous interpretation, where it is left to the viewer to fill in
the story the image only suggests. In the case of Cronvist’s figures
discussed here, when the figures’ inward focus refuses the viewer’s
visual touch, it is as if the ambiguities occur in the viewer as much
as in the image.
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3  Fictitious Realities
and Narrative Structures

Hallucinations, fantasies, dreams seem to
me to possess a high degree of reality.

AUGUST STRINDBERG !

In Crongvist’s painting, The Girl in the Water 11 (fig. 35; plate 9), the
figure stands isolated before an abstracted background, but this image
is anything but abstract. Firstly the title, The Girl in the Water, instructs
us to read the pattern as water. Secondly, the girl figure placed in the
middle is figurative and particularly her nudity is descriptive; she has
obviously undressed to take a dip in the sea. Her white skin has the
tan line of a short-sleeved dress and the way in which the figure holds
up her hands suggests that although the sea is very tempting, it is a
tad too cold to plunge into. But stopping for a moment to look again,
[ realise that nothing in the image or the title actually conveys how
the painting should be interpreted. Without being able to help myself
[ have filled in the empty spaces of this ‘narrative’. As an art historian
I could continue and make reference to the myth of Aphrodite (see
chapter one), who is depicted in numerous paintings approaching
land from the sea. Or I may argue in favour of the voyeuristic male
gaze objectifying the female body (see chapter two). As the private
me, | am reminded of taking a skinny-dip in the cold Swedish sea in
summer, and so relate the image to the realm of my reality or self-
lived experience. | have already mentioned in the ‘Introduction’, that
Cronqvist's art often comes across as real, as if it was somehow a
documentary of her own life. Undoubtedly, this has something to do
with a sense of reality transmitted through her paintings. This paint-
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ings seems to draw both upon
realistic and illusory traits, which
demonstrates the closeness be-
tween the effect of reality and
narrative in representation. This
relationship between real and
fictional is exemplified by the
quote from Strindberg, in which
he proposed that the illusory
seems to ‘possess a high degree
of reality’. The full paragraph in
the letter from which the quote
originates reads:

Hallucinations, fantasies, dreams
seem to me to possess a high de-

f reality. If I illow as-
35 Lena Crongyist, The Girl in the Water 11 (Flickan gree ot Teality see my priow as

ivattnet 11), 1982, 150 x 135 cm. (see plate 9) sume human shapes those shapes

are there, and if anyone says they are
only (!) fashioned by my imagination, I reply: You say ‘only? — What my
inner eye sees means more to me! And what | see in my pillow, which
is made of birds’ feathers, that once were bearers of life, and of flax,
which in its fibre has borne the power of life, is soul, the power to cre-
ate forms, and it is real, since I can draw these figures and show them

to others.?

[ take Strindberg’s thoughts as my starting point for thinking about
the narrative aspects of Cronqvist's images. Strindberg thought that
the hallucinatory was as real as anything. This made me think of how
much Cronqvist's images manage to confuse her viewers that these
in some sense are imprints of events or people that actually existed.
However, instead of, as Strindberg, arguing that the fictional is real, 1
shall look at different narrative levels in Cronqvist’s art.

In this chapter I focus on different fictional traits in Cronqvist’s
images, and the narrative elements I shall discuss can be split into
two parts. In the first section I concentrate on the biographical theme
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that runs in her work and the presence of a reality effect. These are
themes where fiction and reality are fused into what I would like to
call a fictitious reality’.* When | employ the terms real and reality in
this chapter, I do so with a dictionary definition in mind, where ‘real’
means something not ‘illusory, fictional but rather something actually
existing, or ‘genuine’.* Consequently what I call a reality effect, is
that which might come across as real, but the added word effect an-
nounces its artfulness and thus that we are talking about a piece of art
and therefore to some extent fiction. In the second part of this chapter
[ look elsewhere to get to grips with the narrative, turn the focus to
the structure of the images, and discuss how the titles, settings and
use of repetition all become important parts of the stories presented
by Crongvist.

Family Members or Fictional Figures

[ have already mentioned that Crongvist has employed her own and
her family members’ features in her art for many years. In the girl
series, the artist as a young girl is central to the images, together with
her younger sister. The other two main characters are their parents,
who are also easily recognisable from her earlier body of work. Cron-
qvist has said in interviews that it was important to her in the earlier
version of the girl theme, from the 1970s, 1980s and the beginning
of the 1990s, that the girls carried her and her sister’s features. Thus,
what seems to be presented are some kind of portraits of the artist and
her close circle of family members. Looking at the artist’s biography
for guidance as to how to interpret these scenarios might therefore be
anything but far fetched. Once one knows that the artist has based the
features of these figures on real people, and particularly people in her
immediate vicinity, it is enormously tempting to search for an answer
to these narratives in the artist's own life. Yet, as I have discussed, a
biographical reading is a risky strategy, even for an artist who uses
her life in her art.” The artist has also said that towards the later part
of the 1990s that resemblance did no longer carry the same priority.®
Furthermore, at the same time as we will never know more about the
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artist than she choose to submit, thinking too much about the artist’s
intentions or life in relation to what she has represented, can cause
us to get stuck in our interpretations.”

Maurice Merleau-Ponty discussed in an interesting way problems
of a biographical focus in the interpretation of Paul Cézanne’s (1839-
1906) work:

If Cézanne’s life seems to us to carry the seeds of his work within it, it
is because we get to know his work first and see the circumstances of
his life through it, charging them with a meaning borrowed from that

work.®

Merleau-Ponty discusses how to perceive artists’ lives in relation to
their work. He comes to the conclusion that the two are necessar-
ily interdependent, and if interpreted correctly the life of an artist
may be useful to understand his or her art. However, a biographical
interpretation is potentially misleading and in my understanding of
Merleau-Ponty’s text, it is more useful to see how the art of a certain
person enlightens his or her life, and life in general, than how their
life enlightens their art.” Certain experiences and influences urge the
artist to create specific works, circumstances that were true for one
person but may also be true for others.

Several writers have pointed out, in relation to Crongvist’s work, that
despite the self-referential streaks in her art, her images are most in-
teresting when applied to life in general. | would like to continue that
thought, and put further emphasis on the fictional streaks in her work.
In reverse to Strindberg’s quote at the top, I would argue that however
real these images might come across, they are always fictional. Thus,
despite being based on real characters, we are better off looking at this
group of family members as fictional characters. Indeed, when looking
closely, this is underlined within the images. When comparing a paint-
ingfrom the earlier part of the 1990s, for example Girls, Cat and Parents,
(Flickor, katt och foriildrar), 1990 with the By the Table I (Vid bordet I),
1998 (fig. 36; plate 10), the shift between the figures from portrait-like,
to fictional beings in their own right, is visible."” In the first example,
the girls look distinctly ‘like themselves’, as they are represented in the
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earlier images with girl fi-

gures, and it is particu-

larly their facial features,

their hair and the sizes of

their bodies, which make

them look familiar. The

main girl has one parti-

cular arrangement with

her hair, with a red rib-

bon pinning up the fringe

to one side. The younger

sister has her hair braid-

ed in loops around each

of her ears. The parents

are large and statuesque, 36 eng Cronqyist, By the Table I (Vid bordet ), 1998, 121 x
and in Girls, Cat and Par- 144 cm. (See plate 10)

ents their black, shadow

like bodies are moving away from the two girls. Still, their profiles allow
for identification, and the father’s baldness and the mother’s bob are
present as usual. In the By the Table paintings we can still recognise the
four figures, but their features have become much less distinct. The
parent figures are reduced to the size of dolls and are distorted through
the red noses and gaping mouths. The girls on the other hand are still
girls, and while characterised by their hairstyles, they look much more
like each other. In some images the two girls are even interchangeable.
In other words, the features that before so easily mapped the figures
with ‘real people are less clear-cut towards the end of the 1990s. Even
the difference in size between the two girls is evened out. In Girls, Cat
and Parents the older girl is noticeably larger than the younger, com-
pared to the By the Table paintings where the two figures are more or
less of the same height.

[ would argue that it is most interesting to look at these characters
when they exist in their own right. Not only will they continue to be
‘girls’, ‘daddy’ and ‘mummy’ in a universal meaning, rather than Lena
and her family, for as long as the artworks survive, but that is also how
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they appear to any viewer who might not have the biographical back-
ground information. It is only when we accept them as figures within
this drama that we are liberated to look at the narratives for what they
are. The question of what might have happened to whom becomes
obsolete, and certainly the artist herself has become expressively tired
of having to answer questions like ‘did that really happen to you'." The
question that will always remain is what happens in the image, and in
the meeting between the image and each viewer.

The (con)Fusion between Reality and Fiction

The fusion between reality and fiction in the arts has often caused
outrage. Keeping to the theme of representations of girls, it is worth-
while to mention Vladimir Nabokov's book Lolita. After much dif-
ficulty, and having already been published in Europe (in Sweden in
1957 and in the UK in 1959) it eventually found a publisher also in
the USA, where the author was resident. The novel caused a moral
panic amongst readers, as the book’s content was too challenging. '
Despite being fictitious, the novel has continued to provoke its read-
ers, (but has even more been praised as an astonishing piece of art
ever since)." The second film adaptation of Lolita (the first was made
in 1962 and directed by Stanley Kubrick) was made in 1997 and
directed by Adrian Lyne but did not make it to the screens in the USA,
nor in Sweden where it was only distributed on video. No distributor
dared release the film due to its controversial theme, despite it having
been made into a film once already, which was not perceived to be
controversial, and being based on what was by that stage a very well
known novel.'* The reasons why the story caused outrage in the 1950s
aswell asin the 1990s are surely many, but one major factor is of course
its subversive theme.'” Very roughly the plot reveals the way in which
the middle-aged man Humbert Humbert marries Lolita’s mother in
order to stay close to the girl, with whom he is obsessed. The girl’s
‘real’ name is Dolores, coincidentally the same as Miré's daughter in
the portrait Joan Mird and his Daughter Dolores (fig. 34) (see chapter
two), but the girl in the novel is quickly nicknamed Lolita by Hum-
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bert. Subsequently the mother gets
killed in an accident and as luck will
have it for Humbert he gets custody
of the young girl. He then proceeds
to seduce and sometimes force Lo-
lita into sexual activities. Lolita is
a fictional novel pretending to be a
document of reality, and as the novel
starts off as a confession, the fusion
of narrative and real is kick-started.
Nabokov writes in the foreword that
he has been sent a letter outlining
the events which Humbert, who
had died in his prison cell a few
days before his trial, had wished be
turned into a novel.'® Lolita is a good
example of how fiction can stir the
audience because it touches upon 37 Edgar Degas, Little Dancer aged Fourteen,
issues that are sensitive, and which 1922 bronze, Tate Collection, London.
in reality have severe consequences
for its victims.

Another quite different but in its time still subversive representation
of girls that springs to mind is Edgar Degas’ (1834-1917) sculpture
Little Dancer aged Fourteen, 1922 (fig. 37).'” The first version, from
1880-81, was made in wax, dressed in clothes made from linen and
silk, the hair was taken from a horse and makeup added to lips and
cheeks. The sculpture, measuring close to a meter in height, was
cast in bronze after Degas’s death and exists in about 30 samples.
The bronze figure is clad in what was once a pink gauze tutu. At the
time of the casting of the sculpture, the skirt was made to look as
old and worn as the wax version that had been in the artist’s studio
for 40 years. Time has probably added it's own patina too, and what
remains today is a bleak and dirty shadow of the once so bright and
firm ballerina dress. Degas’s sculpture famously caused bewilderment
at the sixth impressionist exhibition in 1881.'" Degas was perceived
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38 Lena Cronqvist, Telltale (Skvallerbytta), 1993-1994, bronze, h. 17 cm.

as overturning the conventions for sculpture and some critics and
audience were disgusted by the girl’s ugliness. Others were disturbed
by the elements of life like materials in this early example of modernist
sculpture, where prefabricated materials were incorporated into the
sculpture.” I do not suggest that Cronqvist's works shock or cause
bewilderment in the way that Degas’s sculpture did to its contem-
porary audience, but Degas’s sculpture does have some resonance
in Crongvist's work, both materially and thematically. In her small
sculpture Telltale (Skvallerbytta), 1993-1994 (fig. 38), one girl is trying
to drench another, as she does in a painting with the same title from
1991. The figures are placed in a square basin filled with water and
materially the notion of reality, in this context, becomes very literal
and ‘actually existing. When looking at this and other of Crongvist’s
sculptures that include water, the water has to a varying degree given
the bronze a green patina. The intensity depends on the curators’
decision on how much water to put into the square or basin, and for
how long it was exhibited in that way. Both Degas and Cronqvist have
used life like materials, i.e. some ready made or manufactured object
or material from nature.?’ The first kind of reality effect, or, to use the
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39 Lena Crongqvist, Telltale, 1991, 150 x 110 cm, Moderna Museet, Stock-
holm. (see plate 11)

Swedish art historian Torsten Weimarck’s words, the first level of
representation, stems from the use of life like material, incorporated
into a figurative narrative.?! However, it is arguable that all material
in her work exist on that absolute level; oil, tempera, canvas, bronze
and water alike.?

Reality as Fiction or Fiction as Reality

The second reality effect that I would like to draw attention to in
Cronqvist’s images is one which we thematically can recognize. Scenes
we feel familiar with, which, together with the faces, which are by
now well-known, contribute to the documentary streak in Crongvist’s
narratives. This is exemplified by the painting Telltale, 1991 (fig. 39;
plate 11), which portrays a summertime scene in which two girls are
bathing in the sea. The summer holiday idyll in this painting is quickly
overshadowed as the older girl is trying to push the younger under
the water. The title Telltale confirms that one has told on the other
and we can guess who is being punished for what. The two girls are
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caught just at the right moment, as the younger is about to get her
head dipped in the water. The girl receiving the dipping is pulling a
face and in an attempt to resist this manhandling, she tries to grasp
at the water’s surface with her hands, as if the liquid material had
turned into ice. The theme in this painting, as well as in the sculpture,
comes across as an imprint of reality; we have all experienced children
fighting, as children or as adults watching children.

It is difficult not to get affected by Cronqvist’s paintings, in different
variations they bring up themes that can be hard to deal with. The
sense of reality in her images owes something to the fact that they
touch upon these sensitive issues: underage girls’ sexuality, sibling ri-
valry, dysfunctional families, and angry and sometimes mean children.
Weibull writes about the reaction of a student on one occasion when
she presented Cronqvist's work. The student in question was strongly
opposed to the content in the images as they touched upon ‘that of
which one should not speak’.?* Just like some of the critics contem-
porary to Degas, that were taken aback by the strain in the dancer’s
young face, viewers of Crongvist’s work are struck by the immediacy
of the figures. Neither Degas nor Crongyvist try to hide anything about
the models” imperfect features or displeasing ‘behaviour’, as Linda
Nochlin describes in her analysis of the Little Dancer:

Yet perhaps the most vivid of all of Degas’s works in the novelty of its re-
alism and its sense of sheer immediacy, is his statue of a female who is
neither quite yet a woman, nor quite fallen: The Little Dancer of Four-
teen. Certainly the most convincing of representations of adolescence
in sculpture since Donatello’s David, the Dancer is significant in that
Degas has not represented either a famous personage or some allegor-
ical quality, the usual pretexts for sculpture-making at the time, yet, at
the same time, although technically anonymous, the little dancer is in
actuality absolutely concrete and immediate as an entity, the sub-hero-
ic heroine personified, accurate in pose, gesture and even, in the tulle
skirt and coloured surfaces, in the very material of which she is made.
In the artificial pose of her profession, angular by reason of age and ar-

rogant by nature, this is a tantalizing simulacrum, softened neither by
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the generalization of classical idealism nor
by that of romantic pathos. The Dancer is as
a Realist work must be, in the present tense,

: 24
singular.

Nochlin reads the realism of this work on sev-

eral levels. Materially, as discussed above, the

sculpture mimics a real dancer in terms of the

textiles she would wear. Nochlin also points

out that thematically it is the immediacy of

the figure, which is at the core of the Realist

project. Nochlin argues that this work stands

out, that it is not in any way softened and it

exists in ‘the present tense, singular’.
Nochlms analySIS'of Degas’s scglpture. N e Cronquist, Hand in Hand

spired me to recognise a sense of immediacy (Hand i hand), 1990, 150 x 117 cm.

and singularity in some of Cronqvists’s images. (s plate 12)

When looking at her representations of girls, it

is nearly impossible to avoid the directness which the images commu-

nicate. In Telltale for example there are no extenuating circumstances,

the situation is displayed in all its rawness. In the painting Hand in

Hand (fig. 40; plate 12) 1990, the two girls are standing in the sea

holding hands. The water is as blue as the sky, as it would be on a

sunny summer day. Just as the sculpture Telltale, this is a scene that

could be from anywhere at any time. But then again maybe not, as

the sky is painted in a pale blue colour which betrays the northern

hemisphere and the girls’ short hair indicates the twentieth century.

Nevertheless, when looking closer at this seemingly peaceful paint-

ing, some disturbing elements emerge. As so often in Crongvist’s

work, the girl figures are not picture perfect, happily smiling towards

the viewers, which according to Walkerdine we have come to expect

from images of girls.?® However, there are some other, more subtle

disturbances at play. The older girl is looking at her little sister, but

the eyes never hit the side of the sister’s face but seem to just miss

her. The sister’s eyes do not communicate much either, as she looks
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blankly ahead and this lack of communication voids the image of
any warm feelings. The two figures are not only holding hands, their
limbs are intertwined so it is not clear where one hand begins and
the other ends. This interlaced handholding could be read as a forced
connection, rather than a tender clutch. If Telltale manifests a dispute
between two sisters, Hand in Hand seems to pinpoint an emotional
imbalance between the family members. Like Degas’s Little Dancer,
Crongvist's angry girl in Telltale is singular; the sculpture stands out
and is a manifestation of sibling rivalry, which seems to have few
equals in visual arts. If thematically there are any realistic traits in
this image, it is most of all that of the ‘present tense” as phrased by
Nochlin. It is an image that exists here and now, where the violence
is striking and the immediacy inescapable.

A statement from Andy Warhol (1928-87) casts some further light
on the hazy demarcation between fiction and life, particularly for
anyone who has grown up watching television. In his book From A to
B and back again: The Philosophy of Andy Warhol the artist talks about,

amongst many other things, how he perceives reality as fiction.

Before T was shot, I always thought that T was more half-there than
all-there — I always suspected that I was watching TV instead of living
life. People sometimes say that the way things happen in the movies
is unreal, but actually it's the way things happen to you in life that's
unreal. The movies make emotions look so strong and real, whereas
when things really do happen to you, it’s like watching television — you

don'’t feel anything.?®

Crongqvist once said in an interview: ‘Only because I use myself doesn’t
mean that what [ paint is true.”” Although what she paints is not
necessarily true, it is certainly not untrue either. Cronqvist’s stories
have become realities of their own in which the figures live their own
life. Elaborating a bit more on that I would like to turn to Freud who
thought about the conundrum of reality in the case “The Wolf Man’.
Freud argued that it is not decisively important if a case is a real event
or a fantasy, even if the analyst (in Crongvist’s case the viewer) was
eager to know precisely that, because both give us the same narrative
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sequence.” The traumatic experience is equally true whether the
event happened or not. In other words, it is not decisively important
that Cronqvist has used her own features, experiences or real life sce-
narios. Whatever we do with these paintings and sculptures they are
still fabrications. Perhaps I can express it like this: however authentic
the scenes seem, they are, as images, always fictional. It is precisely
this, the meeting between the mimicking of reality and storytelling
that, in my opinion, makes Cronqvist's images both disturbing and
unavoidable, and which underlines their immediacy. The fact is that
the distinction between reality and fiction becomes less and less acute,
the more these images are explored. What we have in front of us are
stories, regardless of whether they are based on biographical facts,
actual events, psychological traumas or literary sources. Or, as the art
historian, Ernst Van Alphen, wrote about Francis Bacon’s paintings:

‘The question is not whether these images are narrative but how.*

Narrative Structures

It may well be true that narrative “is simply
there, like life”; but that does not mean that
it is like life.

Worrcang Kemp 3

In cinema studies narrative is defined as ‘recounting of real or fictitious
events’. Thus stress lies on the recounting or storytelling, regardless
of whether the content is fictitious or not. It is this understanding of
narrative | shall emphasise, storytelling, or something that conveys a
message of content. In western classical narrative cinema, the plot is
character-led and the film offers a clear beginning and end.?' In pre-
modern visual art, narratives were characterised by a literary, religious
or historical story — or stories as several events may take place within
the same image or over several panels. Even though a painting may
focus on only one moment in a story, for example ‘Diana discovering
Actaeon’or ‘the Annunciation’, the story has a beginning and an end in
so far as it draws on a known narrative, so the viewers know how to fill
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the gaps. In visual art, narrative as illustrative or representational had
been persistent. However, with modern and contemporary visual art,
film, theatre and literature, a flood of theories have emerged renego-
tiating narrative structures.’> One early and very influential text is
‘Fairy Tale Transformations’published in 1928 by the Russian structur-
alist Vladimir Propp. Previous scholars had focused on comparing the
similarities of the fairy tale’s plots and variants. As an alternative Propp
suggested that the composition and structure should be considered,
which would cast new light on similarities between tales.* The objects
for Propp’s study are in many senses far removed from Cronqvist's rep-
resentation of girls, but his theory encouraged me to think beyond the
thematic and identify other ways in which to look for what is narrative
in Crongqvist’s paintings. Thus, in the following I will look at similarities
of structure in how the stories are told in her images.

There are many examples in contemporary art where a traditional
narrative structure is challenged and any underlying text based story
rendered non-existent. Mieke Bal, who has combined psychological,
structuralist and semiotic theories in her development of narratology,
argues that there is a fundamental difference between iconology of an
image and visual narratives. If iconology is characterised in classical
paintings as ‘word-for-word translations of well-known biblical and
historical narratives’, visual stories are narrative in their own right.**
Thus, she claims, visual narratives can instruct the text with mean-
ing in the same way that a text (for example mythological) can be
adopted for images: ‘the analysis of visual images as narratives in and
of themselves can do justice to an aspect of images and their effect
that neither iconography nor other art historical practices can quite
articulate.” In other words, by focusing on the narrative structures,
it is possible to get to grips with further levels of meaning in a work.
Van Alphen has a similar view when he argues the difference between
conveying and telling a story in Bacon’s paintings. Conveying a story
would be retelling an existing narrative, whereas ‘telling a story is to
make or construct a new story.*

From what I have argued above it is clear that, in my view, Cron-
qvist is telling a story in Van Alphen’s sense, rather than conveying a
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story. And, accepting what Bal says, that visual stories are narrative in
their own right, I will explore the narrative structures that Crongvist’s
paintings have to offer. I would like to propose that whatever the
narrative structure the very basic elements of any story-telling are
the characters, the setting, and the plot. With a wide interpretation of
these elements even the most abstract and conceptual of art could be
argued to tell a story. Thus, also in art that renegotiates narrative struc-
tures, it seems that these are constant elements. Take for example the
recent spectacular installation The Weather Project by Olafur Eliasson
(b. 1967) at Tate Modern in London.?” Eliasson had created in the
museum’s massive Turbine Hall a sun, by installing a huge circular
light, and a sky by placing a mirror in the ceiling. Throughout the vast
space a gentle mist kept pouring out. In this artwork I would argue
that the characters in the narrative are the viewers visiting the piece.
They responded to the piece by gathering in hordes, lying on the floor
and contemplating their own reflections. In short, the viewers made
it happen, and the act of viewing, participating and engaging, became
the plot. Moreover, the setting of the drama was simply the space in
which the piece was installed. In the following I will examine three
different levels of narrative structures that are present in Cronqvist’s
paintings. And whilst these narrative elements are not perhaps as
challenging in her paintings as they are in Eliasson’s installation, they
certainly deserve some exploration. The first narrative level concerns
the titles, which, as we shall see, deserve their due attention. The
second narrative structure that is of interest is the actual settings,
and I argue that these merit an analysis of their own. A third, and last,
important structure that I will analyse, has to do with the repetitive
way in which the stories are told.

Plotless Stories and Empty Titles

At the beginning of this chapter I identified the main characters in
Crongvist’'s dramas as the two sisters and the parents. It is more prob-
lematic to get to grips with the much more elusive plot, because in
many of her paintings there seem to be a lack of events, of which the
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painting Hand in Hand (fig. 40: plate 12) is one good example. We get
the sense that the girls are in the middle of doing something, as they
are stood in the middle of the sea, which is something they cannot
do forever. Thus, the image is like a snapshot, only suggesting a story,
which I will discuss in detail in the next chapter. The painting Girls,
Cat and Parents offers a bit more drama, as the parents are walking
away from the two girls, who are left with each other. Yet, at the same
time as a story is implied, the image is still and quiet. One way of
getting to grips with the plot in a work of art is, of course, by consult-
ing its title. Some of the titles of her work mentioned so far in this
chapter are Telltale, Hand in Hand, and Girls, Cat and Parents, titles
that are both descriptive and open ended. By stating exactly what is
before our eyes, but by no means exhausting the subject, Crongvist’s
titles masquerade as an interpretative tool, but this soon proves to be
deceitful. The dead-pan titles give us no further clues other than what
we already know. They only provide the most basic of information, in
other words the elements each viewer immediately recognises, for
example Girl and Swan, Girl, Gorilla and Sun or Daddy and Girl. The
title Telltale on the other hand does suggest a story, but the title gives
no more of the particulars than the painting in itself. When reflecting
over the nature of Crongyist’s titles, it becomes fairly obvious that the
artist’s intention is not to guide us in our understanding of her work.
This strategy is further underlined by the artist’s relative silence on
her art. Whilst she does agree to do interviews, the artist rarely lets
anything slip in terms of how to read the images.

It might be fruitful to compare Cronqvist’s paintings of girls with
those by the British Portuguese artist Paula Rego (b. 1935). Belong-
ing to the same generation they have in an uncanny way developed a
similar artistic strategy resisting the prevailing movements in art of ab-
straction, minimalism and conceptual art during their formative years
in art school. From the start both artists have been immersed in fig-
urative painting. Like Cronqvist, Rego too has been in a continuous
dialogue with history of art, and with her cultural heritage in gener-
al. Rego has been preoccupied with portraying girl figures and relat-
ing to life stories, often her own memories from her childhood in Por-
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tugal.*® Throughout Rego’s body
of work there are plenty of girl
figures, which similarly to Cron-
qvist’s, are far from the fairy tale
dream in which girls have rosy
cheeks and innocent minds. In-
terestingly, the two artists have
approached the girl figure from
opposite ends. Whilst Cronqvist
makes her girl figures much too
young for the roles they some-
times play and the emotions
they exuberate, Rego has cho-
sen a different strategy. In seve-
ral of the paintings where she
relates to fairy tale subjects, of-

ten with reference to the ico-

41 Paula Rego, Snow White and her Step Mother,
) . 1995, pastel on paper mounted on aluminium, 170
she has replaced the girl with 150 ¢m, The Whitworth Art Gallery, University of
a much more adult, robust and  Manchester.

nography produced by Disney,

sometimes tired looking women.
In the context of titles I will look
at Rego’s Snow White series.

Far from the beautiful Snow White in the Grimm Brothers' tale, es-
pecially as told through Walt Disney’s film from 1956, Rego’s version is
a rather harsh representation of the development into womanhood.*
The painting Snow White and her Step Mother, 1995 (fig. 41), shows
the girl in a dress we recognise from Walt Disney’s film about the fair
princess.* The wicked stepmother, clad in a contemporary looking
short dress and high heels, is reluctantly bending down to strip Snow
White of her underwear. Snow White in her prim dress with whole-
some knitted socks subjects herself to this degrading experience. In
order not to fall over she has to lean on the stepmother but tries to
minimize the contact by only touching the other’s body with the lower
part of her palm. The stepmother in her turn is demonstrating her re-
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pulsion through the angry expression
on her face but even more so by the
outstretched fingers. Snow White’s
minimal touch of the stepmother’s
body is echoed in the latter’s way of
holding the knickers with the exag-
gerated hand gesture. The fairy tale
‘Snow White’ is about the coming
of age and the sometimes difficult
relationship between (step)mothers
and daughters. The importance of
the titles in this series are paramount,
because, even though Snow White’s
dress in some of the paintings might
lead us to relate to the fairy tale, in
others the clues are all in the titles.
The artist has already singled out the

42 Rineke Dijkstra, Almerisa, Asylumcenter Lei- context of the work in the title, we

den, The Netherlands, March 14 1994, C-print, know from the fairy tale what will
framed, 62 x 52 cm. happen and what has preceded the

moment which Rego has chosen to
elaborate on. Although Rego’s version is her own interpretation of the
tale, we have a firm idea of the original story. What Rego then does is
to emphasise certain quite Freudian moments, that are told in the fairy
tale or that she extrapolates from it. She thereby distorts the saga and
directs us in our understanding of it. Thus Rego places her figures in a
known narrative, and our recognition of this story is further underlined
by the title relating to Snow White. Crongvist on the other hand con-
firms in her titles elements of the image, like Hand in Hand where the
two girls are holding hands, yet avoids contextualising the work, letting
the viewer's interpretations hang in the air.

Another artist that makes an interesting comparison when it comes
to the narrative structures and the importance of titles is the Dutch
artist Rineke Dijkstra (b. 1959). She employs large-scale colour photo
portraits and in at least two different series, Beaches and Almerisa, she

102 Lena Cronqvist: Reflections of Girls



has worked with representations of girls.*' Almerisa is a series of pho-
tos of a girl with that name, sitting on a chair in an anonymous room.
These photos are strongly connected to their titles, and my interpreta-
tion is further influenced by information about the project provided
in the exhibition material. The photographed girl, Almerisa, came to
the Netherlands as a refugee from Kosovo in 1994. Dijkstra met with
Almerisa and her family, and has since taken a photo of the girl every
second year until 2005. In the first photo of this series Almerisa sits
erect on a chair in a cubicle-like room. The little girl is dressed in a
red tartan patterned skirt and west, with a neatly ironed white blouse
underneath. She has a red bow tie, and black, lacquered shoes on
her feet, which dangle in the air as her legs are too short to make it
to the ground. The little girl’s cute face looks back at us, with a kind
of non-expression, or with the seriousness of a poker face where one
tries to hide what is going on. Almerisa penetrates us with her eyes,
in the same way as Cronqvist's The Girl in the Water (fig. 35; plate 9)
scrutinise the viewer as much as we her. Dijkstra’s photograph of Alm-
erisa could be of any girl dressed in her best outfit. But knowing the
situation in which they were taken, a perception of vulnerability and
hope is unavoidable. The title of the first photo in the series Almerisa,
Asylumcenter Leiden, The Netherlands, March 14 1994, (fig. 42) is very
matter of fact, yet it gives us a lot of information.

As we know the name of the girl she becomes somebody with an
identity, not a just random model. Furthermore, the setting in the asy-
lum centre makes it an easy step to assume she is a refugee. Dijkstra’s
titles seem to be an important part of her work; they not only tell us
where and when the image was made, but can also give a social and
political context to the work. This could not be further removed from
the titles Crongvist has given to her images of girls, which constantly
seem to refuse the viewer such information.

Crongvist has said in conversation that she sets her titles for practi-
cal reasons, so as to be able to remember which painting is which. She
also said that it used to be her husband Géran Tunstrém who gave
her images titles, but that more and more it came to be herself, who
saw their practical reasons whilst losing out on the poetic resonance
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he rendered. Although now, when there are so many girl images, the
practical function is also beginning to be somewhat undermined.* In
his book Invisible Colours John C. Welchman analyses the practice of
titles in modern (both with small and capital m) art. He also gives a
brief insight into the usage by some postmodernist artists. Welchman
maps out three loose categories of titling in the modern period. Firstly
what he calls ‘denotative titles, where the words are presumed to
stand in direct and untroubled relation to that which is represented’.
The second category has to do with titles that bring on connotative,
allusive or absurd references to an image, where he cites as one ex-
ample Dadaist works and titles. The last category is the ‘modernist
practice of advertising the absence of a title through the description
“Untitled” or through numbering or other systematic, non-referential
designations’.** Towards the end of the book Welchman also brings up
a couple of examples of how titles have been refashioned in women
and feminist artists photo based work: Barbara Kreuger, Sherry Levine
and Cindy Sherman. I would like to suggests that Cronqvist’s titles
are somewhere between Welchman'’s category one, and a postmodern
artist like Sherman’s, use of titles. Crongvist’s titles are, at least to
an extent, denotative according to Welchman’s definition. If the title
says a ‘girl and something else, there is always a girl in water, with a
pet, with parents. The words in the titles are in a direct relation to the
image, but it is not always an untroubled relation. Cronqvist’s titles
are at the same time also associated with Welchman'’s category three,
where titles are characterised by non-referential designations.
Although all Sherman’s photos are ‘Untitled’ with a number followed
by the year in which they were made, she does give names to the series
in which she works, for example Film Stills 1970-1980 or History Por-
traits 1988-1990 or Sex Pictures 1992.* Like Crongqvist's titles Sher-
man’s series are very matter of fact: they neither add nor subtract any
information, and neither aid nor subvert the interpretation.*” It is also
interesting to compare the two artists’silence about their work, not the
least through interviews which in Cronqvist’s case, as mentioned, are
non-exhaustive and in Sherman’s more or less non-existing.* By actu-
ally setting a title to her paintings, Cronqvist might not be as ‘silent’
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as Sherman is sometimes thought to be, nor are her titles in any way
meaningless.*” In the previous chapter I discussed the paintings Dad-
dy’s Girl (fig. 32; plate 7) and Daddy and Girl (fig. 33; plate 8) and those
titles might certainly influence the way in which we read the paintings,
while any other title might have underlined different meanings in the
images. The Girl in the Water on the other hand is a pretty non-descript
title, and later titles are even more non-descript. By the Table I-VI for
example, or the many versions of Girl in a Suit I, (Flicka i kavaj I), 2000
-1 (fig. 76; plate 28), give us complete freedom to interpret the images
as we like — all the titles do are to establish the setting, for example by
the table, or to identify that the little girls are wearing suits. It might
be appropriate to consider Cronqvist’s titles rather like labels, where
the main purpose is to separate one piece from another. As the artist
suggested they are simply there for the practicality of it. The idea of
titles as labels leads my thoughts to an archive where every piece of
information is carefully labelled so as to make it possible for its visitors
to find their way around. Although, if we think of Crongvist's work as
some kind of archive of images, where the titles are to lead us onwards
in our search, we would soon get lost. Crongvist’s titles are deceptively
empty, as they emphasise the basics in the paintings. It is as if the titles
in some way hide the many levels of depth and the complexities her
stories portray. The next step in exploring possible narrative levels in
her images is to look at the staging of the scenarios.

Mis-en-scene

There is something profoundly theatrical about Cronqvist's images,
partly due to the same characters being recycled over and over again.
The characters turn up, with slightly varying guises, playing out their
roles against each other. Cronqvist has worked solidly with girl figures,
in avariety of media, for more than ten years. As I have discussed previ-
ously they often resemble real persons, but I would like to again stress
their independence from the people from whom they originate and
whose features they borrow, and suggest considering them like fictional
characters to whichroles a different set of actors can be cast. The sense
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43 Lena Crongvist, Girls, Cat and Pram (Flicka,
katt och barnvagn), 1991, 150 x 100 cm.

of theatricalityis also strongly prompt-
ed by the staging, the ‘mis-en-scene’.
Concerning the images from the first
half of the 1990s the scene is always
set in a space we immediately recog-
nise yet cannot identify. [t seems rea-
sonable to claim that Cronqvist works
with generic rooms, set in recognis-
able but un-identifiable places, much
like the theatre stage. Telltale as well
as Hand in Hand are set by, or rather
in, the sea, and the girl figures are sur-
rounded by vast amounts of blue sky
which is echoed in the blue sea. The
characters in Girls, Cat and Parents
are depicted in an outside environ-
ment, but in a nature that lacks any
landmarks. This could be compared
to Dijkstra’s photographs where the
when and where are equally uncer-
tain, had it not been for the precision
in the titles giving us an exact identi-
fication. Likewise a painting such as Girls, Cat and Pram (Flicka, katt
och barnvagn), 1991 (fig. 43), is in anon-specific room, without ceilings
or any interior decoration. The only reason it feels like an indoor scene
at all is because of the sharp line that separates the background into
two fields. The lower part of the pictorial field is painted dark grey and
the upperin alighter grey tone. The line dividing the two fields is much
too close to the girl figures to be perceived as a horizon. Thus the sharp
angle and the steepness of the light grey field suggest a wall.

If we return to Rego’s paintings in which she has elaborated on Snow
White, the sense of a ‘set’is also convincing, but in a different way.**
For example in Snow White on the Prince’s Horse, 1995 (fig. 44), Snow
White ‘rides’ on a fur thrown over the back of a sofa, recalling the pas-
sage in the fairy tale where the prince finds the dead Snow White in a
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coffin. In the fairy tale the prince brings her
back to life, carries her away on his horse
with the intention to marry her and be
happy ever after.*” In Rego’s interpretation
however there is no prince, and certainly
no promises of a happy ever after. Indeed
the setting seems a long way away from the
fairy tale. Rego’s Snow White sits with her
legs on either side of the fur, which is slung
over a piece of furniture, whilst holding on
to a frame of some sort. It is suggestive to
think about the frame she holds onto as an
easel, the size of which would be suitable
for the large format in which Rego generally
works, and in particular regarding the Snow
White series. My point is that the props in
Rego’s Snow White paintings are suggestive
of those which one can find in an artist’s
studio. In Snow White Swallows the Poi-
soned Apple, 1995 (fig. 45), the figure lies
with her head on the floor, and feet halfway
up the sofa, pushing the dress up to prevent
it from revealing her underwear (or lack
thereof, considering the preceding image
where the wicked step mother removes the
knickers for inspection). Over the back of
the old sofa, ripped apart by the wear and
tear, hangs the fur substituting as the horse
in the other painting. I dont know what
props Paula Rego keeps in her studio, but
the scenes inhabited by her Snow White
are certainly more suggestive of an artist’s
working environment than the lush woods
of fairy tale land.

If Rego’s Snow White paintings are plot-

44 Paula Rego, Snow White on the Prin-
ce’s Horse, 1995, pastel on paper mount-
ed on aluminium, 160 x 120 cm.

45 Paula Rego, Snow White Swallows the
Poisoned Apple, 1995, pastel on board, 170
x 150 e¢m, Saatchi Collection, London.
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46 Lena Cronqvist, By the Table II (Vid bordet IT), 1998, 117 x 149 cm. (see
plate 13)

ted in the studio, Crongvist’s girl figures belong instead to the realm
of theatre. I suggested above that the characters are always the same
and that within each series the scenarios and the compositions are
very similar. The sense of a theatrical mis-en-scene is also underlined
by the repetition of the props, in the same way that we saw in Rego’s
Snow White series. The same miniature furniture, dolls and toys keep
popping up in the many different paintings and sculptures, and are
recycled between the different series. The backdrops, an integral part
of Crongvist’s paintings, perhaps more than anything connote a sense
of theatricality. The characters and the props remain the same, but the
scenes are shifted by simply changing the stage décor. In the earlier
series, the beach and an anonymous room are the main settings. In
the middle of the 1990s the scenarios move on to a square pattern
against which similar dramas are played out, like the girl bathing,
although now usually in a tub. Towards the end of the 1990s both the
settings and the dramas have shifted and a large part of the scenarios
take place on a table, and a series of work is appropriately titled By
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the Table followed by a number. In most of these later works there
is a shift in the horizon and the drama takes place in front of the
girl. There is an argument that these two dimensional images are like
rooms lacking one wall, allowing the viewer to peer into the scene —a
bit like a renaissance perspective painting. The removal of the fourth
wall underlines the sense of a theatre stage, where the spectators
are invited to share the drama through that keyhole, all whilst the
actors continue their acting as if we were not there. It is a triangular
drama where the actors and the stage are both dependent on the
viewers, at the same time pretending to be independent from them.
In Crongvist’s later series when the girls appear standing side by side
behind the table, playing with the dolls lying on the table in front,
the horizon line is moved forward and locates, as it were, the pictorial
space in front of the girls. The drama is played out before them and
the edge of the table becomes the horizon line placed between the
girls and the other figures. The table opens up and ends outside the
picture surface, and I suggest that this relocation of the pictorial space
subsumes the viewer into the image more than ever. The viewers,
arguably, are as much part of the drama as the dolls are. To conclude
I would like to propose that the actual staging, the composition