aew

Rt N

- Wild and woolly

VISUAL ARTS

Sarah Milroy

s any red-blooded seven-

ties-style feminist will tell

you, women’s body hair is a

political issue, and willed
hairlessness a signal of female sexu-
al self-doubt. A visit to Allyson
Mitchell's new exhibition, Lady Sas-
quatch, is, thus, the perfect con-
sciousness-raising-du-jour for the
woman about town, a show that cel-
ebrates the she-beast in all of us
with a suite of hand-stitched, fun-
fur wall picces and freestanding
sculptures. Her subject is woman-
kind, observed through Mitchell’s
own lesbian-activist lens in works
that draw fioin classic Playboy car-
toons and centrefulds, reheated in
the oven of feminist theory aund
served up fuzzy.

Matchell has been into fur for a
while now. For her debut show, in
1996, she followed paint-by-num-
bers patierns, filling in the various
colours with swatches of fabric and
faux fur. Afewyearslater, she turned
to the female nude, borrowing her
come-hither poses from classic
Playboy cartoons ofthe 1970s—the
only celebratory images she could
find of the flamhoyantly curvace-
ous, womanly form. (Miichell was
also one of the founders of the col-
lective Pretty, Porky and Pissed Off,
“a group of fed-up fat chicks ready
to take on fat phobis, bad body im-
age, negative fat reprosentations
and to reclaim snacking.”) “In all of
those cartoons,” Mitchell says, “the
wuspan is having a good time, all re-
laxed and lying aound in bed
naked, but there is always this gioss
old dude with a cigar crouching in
the background, watching her, with
all his clothes on, | want to erase himi
out of the scenario.”

In Mitchell’s remnakes, the womei
areloungingumobserved, resplend-
entin their own plush world of plea-
sure. Making the conceptual leap
from Playhoy cartoons to Edouard
Manet's Le Déjeuner sur Uherbe of
1863, she huffs: “1 mean, how un-
pleasant to be at a picnic when all
the women are naked and all the
men are wearing their clothes?
Wharis that? | hate that painting!”

I her new show, at Paul Peiro
Contemporary Art, Mitchell turns

quatch, a mythological woodland
heast that is always, she notes, gen-
dered male. Why na female Sas-
quatches? The answer maylie in her
artist’s statement. “Lady Sasquatch
is your dream girl only bigger and
hairier,” she writes, “and she might
eatyouifyoudon'tlook out.”

Mitchell’s latest she-creatures are
a departure from her earlier fun-fur
pinups, sporting snouts and fangs,
and baring their multiple teats and
fur-rimmed genitaliawith daunting
(or hilarious, depending on your
sensibility) vitality. In one wall
hanging, a symphony of reds, a
woolly she-creature bays at the
moon.In another wall mece,
worked up in oranges and golds, a
Sasquatch giantess takes a licking
from hernude female cohort, whois
buried face-first in her lap. "These
images were originally made by
men for men,” she says, referring to
her soft-parn sources. "As a straight
woman, youarenot supposed tosee
them, and, as a dyke, I'm sure as shit
not supposed to see them. I wanted
to take those images back, to take
theshame away.”

As it turns out, the fur-bearing fe-
male has a proud ancecstry in the
history of Western art. After centu
ries of bewildering haitlessness
andfor  stategic  drapery,  she
emerges leotalively o Manet's
Olyrizpia of 1865, which provoked a
rioi of public ourrage at the Paris Sa-
lon of that year. First, his Olympia
was obviously a real woman, a
working prosuiute, and nota myih-
ological or allegorical higure (Venus,
Helen of Troy, and so on). Second,
and just as disturbing to the critics
of the day, her pose revealed a sug-
gestive soupgon of armpit hair. The
following year, Gustave Courbet fol-
lowed suit with his much bolder
POrigine du monde, an unbridled
evneation nf the female down-un-

the heatup another notch, takingas  der, revealed spread-eagle in all its
e
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Allyson Mitchell has fun with faus-fur and the female form in Lady
Sasquatch, an exbibitvn diat velchba ates hati-bearing womankind.

Since Manet’s break with tzadi-
tion, women in art have become
hairier. The Guerrilla Girls artist-
activist group in New York takes the
position to hysterical extremes,
posing in guerrilla costumes as
they protest against the gender in-
equities of the art world.

Mitchell’s big mamas must be
considered within this trajectory.
Her eurrent show boasts two gai-
gantuan specimens, a reprise of
her first sculpture, which served as
the decorative centrepiece for Iast
year’s Canadian Art Gallery Hop
dinner gala. She titled that work
Big Trubs, and deservedly. “Thai
piece has been a real problem to
deal with," she says. "Shc comes
apart at the waist, but herassis too
big tu fit thyough a normal door-
way.” Tor her new wuotks, the bums
have been rimmed o acsord witls
building code, yet they retain their
feral magnificence all the same.

On the hair front, Mitchell says
enlightenment came with an issue
of Penthouse back in the eighties,
when she was a teen camp coun-
sellor in the Ontatio woods. "We
were definitely in Sasquatch land,
there,” she remembers with a
laugh. "1 remember all the boys
drove into town Lo get the new is-

sue with' Madonna' it And T

remember she had armpit hair”

One thing led to another, and
Mitchell has gone on to make a ca-
reer of mvestigating female power,
and the thwarting of it, first comp-
leting a BA in English and women's
studies at York University, followed
by an MA in women's studies and,
now, a PhD, which she is partwa
through. She has co-edited a booﬁ
of what she calls “third-wave femi-
nist writings” titted Thrbo Chicks.
But her main focus is working with
images and giving body to her
ideas, exploring what happens
when you move between media,
and between high and low culture

“Take thig piece here,” she says,
indicating a wall hanging of a Sas-
quatch lying on her backin a staie
of lwsrious repose. Musing on the
translatdon fromairbrushed maga
zine photo to faux-fir wall hang
ing, Mitchell reflects: “Originally,
this was a cenuefold. The woman
was lying back wad playing with
her pubic hair — I think she was
suppesed to be geting ready [or
her man or something. But this
makes it look moze like she's pick-
ing ticks out of her crotch.”

Lady Sasqueatch is at Paul Petro
Contemnporary Artuntil Oct. 8. 950
Oeertst W, 316-970-7874.




