The Animation of the Objectified: Independent Collage Stop Motion Animation as a ‘Woman’s Art’

 	What characterises the feminine side of the creative process? It is the tendency to work with what is at hand – Mary Beam.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Furniss, Maureen. “Issues of Representation.” Art in Motion, Revised Edition: Animation Aesthetics, 2nd ed., Indiana University Press, 2014, pp. 229–48, pg 241 https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005zgm.15.] 


The term ‘women’s art’ is one as controversial as it is ill-defined, eliciting responses ranging from positive celebration, tentative acceptance or else ‘I’m against women’s work being seen apart. I think I work like a man.’[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Kraft, Selma. “Cognitive Function and Women’s Art.” Woman’s Art Journal, vol. 4, no. 2, Old City Publishing, Inc., 1983, pp. 5–9, pg 5 https://doi.org/10.2307/1357938.] 

To attribute the title of ‘women’s art’ to a medium, one must first establish their understanding of the definition and, importantly, why this determination is necessary in post-structuralist feminism where what it is to be feminine or make feminist/feminist/women’s art is – or always has been – fluid and self-determined. 
In this essay I will examine my understanding of this specification and how independent collage stop motion animation fits this specification, examining the history and science of women’s art, collage stop motion animators and their work as well as my own animation: The Maid. 

I have specified independent collage stop motion animation, not because there is no place for women in commercial animation, indeed from the genesis of commercial animation, women made up a very specific, essential part of the work force, notably the employment of women as ink’n’painters in early Disney. However, there is a sinister actuality to the history and contemporary position of women in commercial animation. For though Disney employed women to colour the cels in their early animations, they did so for their willingness to accept lower pay, the presumption of their petite diligence and a reassurance to senior male creatives that their jobs were not at risk[footnoteRef:3]. Even now, though women have achieved senior production roles, women only account for 23% of the creative jobs in animation[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  Furniss, Maureen. “Issues of Representation.” Art in Motion, Revised Edition: Animation Aesthetics, pp. 229–48, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005zgm.15.]  [4:  Frey, Holly. ‘Women in Animation’ Drawn: The Story of Animation, Spotify, 3rd July 2018 6.10-6.31 https://open.spotify.com/episode/3Gm74HmqhxcnswZXg11gR5?si=aef3591a793d4c5c] 

In independent animation, women not only have the advantage of an absence of a glass ceiling, but they are also free to use mediums accessible to them, for while traditional or computer-generated animation requires large teams and budgets, stop-motion is inexpensive and accessible - so long as a person has access to a camera and a device that supports apps. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  For more see: Appendix 1 pg 1  ] 


While it is important to preface all research into gender differences with the notice that recognising a contrast does in no way imply inherent or unalterable truths, that gender as a social construct is incredibly complex and everchanging, there have been specific trials that have highlighted an apparent variation in how men and women process information. Using Ernst Gombrich’s two functions of perception: looking for objects (perception of things) and scanning for order (perception of pattern) and data from social experiments[footnoteRef:6], Selma Kraft determines that broadly speaking men are more apt at processing forms in pictorial art – individual forms in three-dimensional space, distinct from their background, discerning meaning  from these individual forms- whereas women are more apt at the perception of patterns – repeated forms in merged space seen simultaneously, discerning meaning from the perception of an order.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  See more at: McGuinness, Diane. “Away from a Unisex Psychology: Individual Differences in Visual
Sensory and Perceptual Processes.” Perception, vol. 5, no. 3, 1976, pp. 279–94. Crossref,
doi:10.1068/p050279.
Fairweather, Hugh and Hutt, S. J.  "Sex Differences in Perceptual-Motor Skill in Children," in Christopher Ounsted and David C. Taylor, eds., Gender Differences: Their Ontogeny and Significance (Edinburgh and London: Churchill Livingstone, 1972), pg 159-76.
Buffery, Anthony W. H and Gray, Jeffrey A."Sex Differences in the Development of Spatial and Linguistic Skills," in Gender Differences, Their Ontogeny and Significance, Edinburgh and London: Churchill Livingstone, 1972, pg127. ]  [7:  Kraft, Selma. “Cognitive Function and Women’s Art.” Woman’s Art Journal, vol. 4, no. 2, Old City Publishing, Inc., 1983, pp. 5–9, https://doi.org/10.2307/1357938.] 

Considering this, we turn to animation, a film form reliant on the manipulation and development of patterns. The narrative or message of an animation is determined by the convergence of forms in a space. 
Furthermore, Kraft relates the noted difference in perception of information to the gender divide in mediums in Western art where historically men have been engaged in ‘high art’ – oil painting, sculpture and women have occupied ‘minor’ arts – craft and decorative art. 
Feminist artists of the mid 60s and 70s, commonly known as second-wave feminists, were the first to explicitly readdress the prestige of the ‘minor’ arts. With installations like Womenhouse or the Dinner party they challenged the Arts belittling of craft, proudly insisting on not only it’s feminine virtue but too, it’s capacity for grand, awe-inspiring works[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  “Lecture10 Feminist Art.” YouTube, uploaded by Art History with Travis Lee Clark, 26 Feb. 2021, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ocuOJ47Z5T0&t=11s.] 


However, the history of ‘women’s art’ extends past its academic invention. German artist Lotte Reigner created one of the first feature length animation Die Abenteuer des Prinzen Achmed (The Adventure of Prince Achmed, 1926), a silhouette stop motion animation[footnoteRef:9], created by positioning detailed cut-out figures that are under lit.  Animation preceding Reigner was so much in its infancy that it almost totally consisted of short, comical pieces, that serious full-length animation was unheard of. But Reigner argued: ‘But we (her and her husband) did not belong to the industry. We always had been outsiders and we always had done what we wanted.’[footnoteRef:10] Thus, Reigner was a pioneer, not only in animation as a serious art form but collage stop motion animation as a medium.  [9:  Collage is described as the techniques of pasting paper cut-outs onto various surfaces – I, therefore,
consider Reigner’s style to be collage stop motion animation. For more on Collage see Tate. “Collage – Art 
Term.” Tate, www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/collage. Accessed 17 Jan. 2022.]  [10:  Russett, Robert & Starr, Cecile ‘Lotte Reigner’ Experimental Animation: An Illustrated Anthology New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co., 1976 Internet Archive, https://archive.org/details/experimentalanim0000unse/mode/2up] 

Furthermore, William Moritz explains the genre of silhouette cutting represented a ‘kind of feminist validation of a woman’s folk-art form’ as it was one of the only art forms readily available to women of the time, since scissor-craft constituted household duties.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Furniss, Maureen. “Alternatives in Animation Production.” Art in Motion, Revised Edition: Animation Aesthetics, 2nd ed., Indiana University Press, 2014, pp. 29–60, pg 49 https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005zgm.6.] 

To consider a medium or work ‘women’s art’ two considerations must be made: how does the work relate to the hallmarks of women’s art as established by second-wave feminists (craft, collaboration etc.) but too how does it conform to post-structuralist feminism, the comprehension that womanhood is fluid and impossible to define.
That Reigener’s animations consist of a craft-based creation process and was the result of collaboration between herself and her husband situates her collage stop motion animation as a proto-women’s art, going by the hallmarks established by second-wave feminist. 
However, I would argue that going forward we do not limit ourselves to the constraints of this specific iteration of women’s art and consider a further development on the definition.

My conception is that women’s art, in our contemporary society, must be an action against dissociative feminism. CLR James in his, Notes on Dialectic, argues that it is the constant re-emergence of socialism upon its collapse that determines socialism as an absolute in society, a form of social growth that is essential and inevitable. If we apply this logic to feminism, we see a familiar pattern.[footnoteRef:12] Towards the end of what is known as second-wave feminism there was a fracture as feminist disagreed on the absolutes that first propelled the movement but rather than disappearing, feminism progressed into another iteration and has continued to this day. Emmeline Cline proposes the newest iteration to be dissociative feminism, the internalising and glorifying of trauma which is deemed innate and inevitable in women. Like the ‘cool girl’[footnoteRef:13], the dissociated feminist accepts and perpetuates inequality but with a sullen nihilism as if she were some graceful defeatist. [footnoteRef:14] [12:  cait (c.a.i.t.l.y.n), pt.1: #fleabagera #feminism #dashanekrasova #redscare #fleabag #fionaapple #booktok #socialism #politics #socialtheory #culturalcommentary TikTok, https://www.tiktok.com/@c.a.i.t.l.y.n/video/7049477818522094895?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id7021166035861095942
And cait (c.a.i.t.l.y.n) ,pt2: #fleabagera #feminism #dialectics #dialecticalmaterialism #hegel #philosophytiktok #marxism #socialism #redscare, TikTok
https://www.tiktok.com/@c.a.i.t.l.y.n/video/7049482851884059951?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id7021166035861095942]  [13:  Moore, Tracy. “The ‘Cool Girl’ Is Not Fiction, But a Phase.” Jezebel, 8 Oct. 2014, jezebel.com/the-cool 
girl-is-not-fiction-but-a-phase-1642985632.]  [14:  Clein, Emmeline. “The Smartest Women I Know Are All Dissociating.” BuzzFeed News, 7 Oct. 2021,
www.buzzfeednews.com/article/emmelineclein/dissociation-feminism-women-fleabag-twitter.] 

What makes dissociative feminism so sinister, is it teaches women to be complacent instead of questioning and presents effort and optimism as gauche, unattractive attributes – proving somewhat there within it is a certain degree of internalised misogyny. 
Therefore, working on the assumption, based on CLR James’ proposal, that a further iteration of feminism will occur, my theory, or hope, is that it will be a resurgence in women’s art. An element of the failure of previous iterations of feminism is their insistence of a specific type – that a woman is this or that. Alternatively, art possesses the unique ability to express those complex abstract ideas that gender provokes as well as the potential of individual interpretation of both artists and audience, allowing for insight without absolutes. 

Considering this, it is notable therefore that Reigner’s animations were based predominantly on fables and fairy-tales, her Aschenputtel, (Cinderella, (1922) came about thirty years before Disney’s. Before fairy-tales became Disney classics, their narratives were significantly more brutal and vindictive, they imparted virtues but not those simple American values that they have now become synonymous with[footnoteRef:15]. One could consider Reigner’s adaptations of fables and fairy-tales as an attempt to reconsider these moral tales through a female perspective, that in her retellings she might then possess some power over the virtues being impressed upon her, just as modern collage stop motion animators may use the medium to further develop their conception of femineity and feminism, she used it to claim an input in cultural morality.   [15:  Tobias, Ronald B. “The World Scrubbed Clean.” Film and the American Moral Vision of Nature: Theodore Roosevelt to Walt Disney, Michigan State University Press, 2011, pp. 181–96, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.14321/j.ctt7ztdj0.17.] 


Furthermore, in Laura Mulvey’s infamous essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ she proposes her theory of the male gaze in cinema, that women’s bodies are objectified by men for the pleasure of men, that they are ‘the bearer of meaning and not the maker of meaning’[footnoteRef:16]. While there have been attempts to counter this in live-action films by implementing the female gaze, an attempt to revise the individual filming, the characters in films and the concept of spectatorship, it is difficult to achieve revision in all these areas, especially in commercial live-action.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings. Eds. Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen. New York: Oxford UP, 1999: 833-44]  [17:  Dirse, Zoe. "Gender in Cinematography". Journal of Research in Gender Studies. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female_gaze] 

It is also important to consider the internalised male gaze, as proposed by Margaret Atwood[footnoteRef:18]. How do we thereby create animation without falling to the male gaze? [18:  Bancroft, Esther. “Women’s Greatest Performance; The Internalised Male Gaze.” The Everyday, 24 Mar.
2021, theeverydaymagazine.co.uk/opinion/womens-greatest-performance-the-internalised-male-gaze] 


I suggested we considered collage. It being a scissor-craft and thereby historically accessible to women, it also possesses the capacity to re-contextualise the visual image whilst simultaneously commenting on the culture around it. 
An animator who exemplifies this is Karen Watson, most notable for her BAFTA nominated work: Daddy’s Little Bit of Dresden China, a collage and puppet stop motion exploring her experience of sexual abuse as a child. Her work is baring and personal with a dark irony that is proudly deadpan. 
The family puppet scenes are intercut with collage sequences of men discussing child sexual abuse in a pub. Their voices protest ‘That man (a sexually abusive father) can’t be normal’ as they throw darts at the images of naked pinup girls on playing cards. Watson encapsulates in this sequence the hypocrisy of the patriarchal society that perpetuated her abuse but does so in a manner that does not further the objectification and humiliation of women’s bodies, although there are these exact images appearing before the viewer. Instead, she not only reclaims these images but turns the target and disgust to these men who cannot identify their own ignorance. 
Furthermore, Watson uses cuttings from magazines to represent the stereotyped image of her family: the daughter as ‘Lolita’, the mother as a ‘Wicked Witch’ and the Father as ‘Santa Claus’.  
The labels are given with the same deadpan irony as the pub and pinup girls, with Lolita snarking ‘Of course I’m precocious, why else would my Father be molesting me?’. Watson explains the decision to include this speech as collage text form rather than audio to be an attempt at anonymity for the character, an explanation that illustrates further the power of collage for women’s art – that it illustrates the detachment to visual language that women feel but too the potential collage offers at addressing this disconnect and its capacity to reform it. 

Daddy’s Little Bit of Dresden China also exemplifies the therapeutic virtue that collage stop motion animation possesses. For Watson, it provided an outlet for the expression of feelings that she ‘could not have expressed otherwise’[footnoteRef:19]. Preceding the making of the animation, Watson had only told of her abuse twice but after its release and success, she furthered her work in self-reflective animation, producing ‘Sweet Heart’, an animation exploring her relationship and experience with anorexia and body image. She describes this development as a transition to intrinsic motivation, an understanding that goals powered by a desire for inner growth and satisfaction are more likely to succeed over external goals,[footnoteRef:20] a sentiment attributable to the harnessing of ‘women’s art’ to evolve and explore feminism.   [19:  Watson, Karen. ‘Drawing on Experience… Karen Watson on Daddy’s Little Bit of Dresden China’ Women
and Animation: A Compendium. First Edition, British Film Institute, Exhibition and Distribution Division, 1992. Pg 96-97]  [20:  Watson, Karen. Letter to students after COVID-19 Lockdown ‘Why your Story Matters’. 20th October 2020, From Karen Watson email. ] 

Watson is not the only female animator to express the therapeutic potential of animation, Jayne Pilling explains that animation is a form that ‘offers such potential to explore women’s issues in a way that simply isn’t possible in live-action filmmaking. At the most basic level is the production process itself’[footnoteRef:21] confirming what has been previously stated about the confines of live action for women but too that the procedure of animation offers a pattern of working that allows for reflection on personal issues, specifically related to womanhood.  [21:  Furniss, Maureen. “Issues of Representation.” Art in Motion, Revised Edition: Animation Aesthetics, 2nd ed., Indiana University Press, 2014, pp. 229–48, pg 241 https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005zgm.15.] 

Though it is not only women who use art to heal and process trauma, it is evident from the art of second wave feminist and female animators alike that their work is predominantly based in a form of exorcism, as if creating a work expressing pain transmutes it and frees it from your body. 

The hallmarks I have so far established of new women’s art: that it be craft and pattern based, that it seek to examine and exorcise the experience of womanhood and female narratives and too, that it work against dissociative feminism, seeking to examine both the positive and negative aspects of femininity. These hallmarks are evident in my animation: The Maid, a poetic collage stop motion animation based on Joan of Arc, the 13th century saint who led the French Dauphine’s army to victory after visions from God told her it was her destiny. 
Joan of Arc is a person of fascination, the contradiction of her character esteem her – that she was both hailed for the virtues deemed feminine and esteemed for her capacity to adapt to a male environment. Though some find her position in history to be one too complex to deem feminist[footnoteRef:22] I would argue it is exactly her complexity that makes her such an important figure. Joan exemplifies the divide that post-structuralist seek to absolve, considering both how a woman can be respected in spite of her gender and because of it.  [22:  Castor, Helen. “Joan of Arc – Feminist Icon?” The Guardian, 22 Feb. 2018,
www.theguardian.com/books/2014/oct/17/joan-arc-feminist-icon-uncomfortable-fit.] 


The medium of collage stop motion animation was the ideal for an exploration of this post-structuralist feminist figure for numerous reasons. Firstly, the opportunity it provided for a simultaneous junction of poetry and visual image. 
The production of The Maid began with the script, recorded by multiple voices, male and female, narrating the segments of the animation. Like Daddy’s Little Bit of Dresden China, the narration is both mocking and serious – undercutting facetious cynical jokes: ‘Does God hate the English? Of course, he does, they’re appalling.’ with a building of sober earnest: ‘And he has chosen you.’  
The attitude to gender in the script is of this Watsonesque flippant sobriety: both cursing it: ‘but they won’t call you a man’ and commending it ‘you are the first woman’. 
The script works in conjunction with the pattern of images appearing simultaneously to deconstruct and reconstruct conventions and icons of womanhood throughout history. As well as images of the Virgin Mary, Saint Catherine and Saint Agnes, a recurring source of the artwork included is work from the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood, a group of artists from the turn of the twentieth century who produced religious realist paintings, with an emphasis on literature and poetry, especially the medieval.[footnoteRef:23] Their works, while incredibly beautiful, relied heavily on the female models they employed, their muses, the line between romanticising and objectifying notably fine. In almost dissociative feminist style, they, too, had a fascination with the dying, fallen woman, Sir John Everett Millais’ Ophelia being a notable example.  [23:  Marsh, Jan, et al. Pre-Raphaelite Women Artists. Thames and Hudson, 1999.] 

By detracting these women from their frames, literally exhuming them, we are forced to re-examine our understanding of them, what they represent to us considering their previous iteration and too, the meaning bestowed on them by their new environment.  

Furthermore, collage, like collage stop motion, is not historically gendered but it is a craft based medium and it requires a certain adherence to pattern. One is required to look at whole images and identify beyond the individual forms to what other elements create these forms as well as identifying how elements from two separate images can interlock. 
The process of this and the process of positioning these patterns for the stop motion reminded me of process cinema, the art of creating animation by adapting physical film, the most notable example being Stan Brakeage’s Mothlight, in which he pasted the wings, legs and bodies of moths – among other small objects – to film, creating an abstract short. Though there are numerous, glaring differences between process cinema and collage stop motion animation, the critical understandings of them share similarities. 
Firstly, the position that ‘the patriarchal structures of both mainstream and experimental filmmaking, based as they are on the masculinist fetishization of technological mastery of the commercial cinema industry, is completely male dominated.’[footnoteRef:24], essentially saying that these two mediums do not worship the machines that make their films but rather the craft behind the production, a position antithetical to the traditional male conception of cinema.  [24:  MacKenzie, Scott and Marchessault, Janine. ‘Introduction: Process Cinema: Handmade film in the Digital Age’ Process Cinema: Handmade Film in the Digital Age. McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2019. Pg 6 EBSCOhost, search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=2178891&authtype=sso&custid=s8993828&site=eds-live&scope=site.] 

Secondly, that ‘process cinema engages in creativity through constraint’[footnoteRef:25] and that the process is as much the art as the ultimate product, a fact true of collage stop motion animation.  [25:  MacKenzie, Scott and Marchessault, Janine. ‘Introduction: Process Cinema: Handmade film in the Digital Age’ Process Cinema: Handmade Film in the Digital Age pg 9 EBSCOhost, search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=2178891&authtype=sso&custid=s8993828&site=eds-live&scope=site.] 


Moreso, I found the process of creating a collage stop motion animation to be unanimous with Maureen Furniss’ proposal: that the production of an abstract animation, of which I consider The Maid to be, is closely bound to an artist’s search for understanding the self as well as the mysteries of life on a more universal level: in other words, a quest for spiritual fulfilment[footnoteRef:26]. Considering Karen Watson’s experience with the therapeutic nature of her animation plus the Jeremy Michael Blair’s study into autoethnographies and stop motion[footnoteRef:27], I feel confident to add that the production of The Maid was a salutary to both my confidence as an artist and as an individual.  [26:  Furniss, Maureen. Things of the Spirit: A Study of Abstract Animation, University of Southern California, Ann Arbor, 1994. Pg2 ProQuest, https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/things-spirit-study-abstract-animation/docview/1553022852/se-2?accountid=10637.]  [27:  Blair, Jeremy Michael. “Animated Autoethnographies: Stop Motion Animation as a Tool for Self-Inquiry and Personal Evolution.” Art Education, vol. 67, no. 2, National Art Education Association, 2014, pp. 6–13, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24766137.] 

While the shooting of the sequence took less time than imagined, the more time-consuming aspect of the production was eliciting the courage to begin each sequence, the fear being that I would expend this effort and see the results to be unsatisfactory. Yet, with perhaps one exception[footnoteRef:28], the vision I had was fulfilled or else, expanded and bettered. [28:  See Appendix 1. pg 8. And Appendix 1.b for more detail. ] 

Where I had expected the experience to be somewhat therapeutic, what surprised me was that it was the doubt that propelled me, more than the success. Strangely, or else appropriately, the story of Joan of Arc is too propelled by the doubt she experiences and the confession she signs in doubt of her conviction[footnoteRef:29]. It seems to me that doubt is as essential as faith, it permits it, just as CLR James suggests.  [29:  See Appendix 1. Pg 9 for more detail. ] 


Thus, though there are evidently numerous attributes that support my conclusion that collage stop motion animation could be considered a ‘women art’, the question still remains: why is it necessary to do so? Collage stop motion is not only pioneered by women, Lawrence Jordan and Frank Mouris, male collage stop motion animators, have made extraordinary works, worthy of their own essays[footnoteRef:30] plus, the invention of the term was made by the predominantly white middle class second wave feminist, whose experience differs incomparably to those of different economic, racial or non-cisgendered backgrounds.  [30:  For more see: Deming, Richard. “A Cinematic Alchemy: Lawrence Jordan and the Palimpsest of Cinema.” Framework: The Journal of Cinema and Media, vol. 53, no. 2, Wayne State University Press, 2012, pp. 360–79, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41850981. And Russett, Robert & Starr, Cecile ‘Frank Mouris’ Experimental Animation: An Illustrated Anthology New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co., 1976 Internet Archive, https://archive.org/details/experimentalanim0000unse/mode/2up] 

How, then, can such an indefinable term be attributed? 

Ultimately, it cannot. As I have said above, in looking at gender studies, no matter the data, you must always know that nothing can explicitly prove any attributes as inherently or innately gendered. 
Therefore, all determinations, however supported they are with references, come upon the back of the individual. This is why, in the title of this essay I have written a ‘woman’s art’ and not ‘women’s art’. The medium suits my individual conception of womanhood which is to the extent to which I can understand it – otherwise, it is undetermined. 

However, I leave you on a point made in P. Wells ‘Understanding Animation’ in which they explain that the animated film enables a filmmaker to be more expressive and, ultimately, subversive because there is a consciousness that the medium is marginalised and infantized.[footnoteRef:31] Essentially, it is that collage stop motion is unrecognised and underappreciated and thus, possess the potential that all untrodden paths do. Just as Reigner pioneered animation as a serious art and as Watson pioneered stop motion as means of self-reflection so too can women take up collage stop motion and pioneering it as a medium seeking to recognise and reflect on the complexity of womanhood in our now post-modern age.  [31:  Wells P. “Introduction: Seeing the Brick’ Understanding Animation 1st Edition, Routledge. Pp1-9 pg 6 https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.4324/9781315004044] 

There is promise in this form – it calls to be recognised. 
