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Philippa Found, the director of ROLLO Contemporary Art, initiated the three part 
exhibition, The Body in Women’s Art Now, in 2009, as a response to the massive under-
representation of women artists in the canon of western art history. Of the 2,300 works on 
show in the National Gallery, for example, just four of these are paintings by women 
artists, and, at Tate Modern, women artists represent just 12% of the collection, with only 
29% of solo exhibitions between 2000-2009 representing women artists’ work [Philippa 
Found, ‘Lifting the Barriers,’ foreword in catalogue to accompany The Body in Women’s 
Art Now, Part 1 – Embodied. 2009] Since the early years of the feminist art movement, in 
the 1960s and 70s, the body has played a key role in many women artists’ work as they 
have sought to reclaim its image from the male gaze of earlier centuries. The three 
exhibitions in this series, which have each been shown at ROLLO Contemporary Art in 
London and at the New Hall Art Collection in Cambridge, concentrate on work created by 
a range of international women artists since the year 2000 in which the body is a central 
component. 
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Helen Carmel Benigson- Tweeting Even Though No-one Is Listening, 2011, Courtesy of the Artist and 
ROLLO Contemporary Art 

The Body in Women’s Art Now, Part 3 – ReCreation, could be seen to step even beyond 
the here and now and to take a look into the future, bringing together interactive 
performance artworks, electronic performance video art and video artworks created 
entirely online. Its works still all include a body, or bodies, of sorts, but, in each case, this 
body is a virtual one, an avatar, existing only in the realm of cyber space. Questions are 
therefore raised about the creation and manipulation of identity, and whether or not such 
virtual interaction frees us from our bodily concerns and hang ups, as we design and 
project whatever image we wish. The works also explore and question new types of 
interaction and relationships arising since the invention of Web 2.0 (i.e. user-generated 
content websites, such as blogs, social networking, etc.) around 2004. 

At 30 minutes in length, the longest work in the show, and, if you ask me, this is perhaps 
demanding a little too much of an attention span from the fast fix, computer game 
generation audience, is Israeli born artist Miri Segal’s BRB (2007). Set in Second Life, 
we see her avatar Muzza interacting in a variety of circumstances, including a 
philosophical discussion, a virtual gallery set in space, and various public orgies. Couples 
meet, talk, kiss and make love, whilst offering explicit descriptions of what they’re doing: 
‘do you want me inside you darling?’ Communication is textual, not verbal, with type 
written words appearing across the screen, and a further reminder of the virtual nature of 
it all is the occasional flashing of the cursor on the screen. Whilst the action is visually 
occurring between the cyber characters, however, we are also reminded of the real life 
controllers behind the scenes as one avatar asks the other: ‘are you touching yourself in 
RL [real life]?’ As Philippa Found suggests in her introduction to the accompanying 
catalogue, this is a keen reinforcement of the necessity of a physical body in order to 
actually feel. 
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Miri Segal- BRB, 2007, Courtesy of the Artist, ROLLO Contemporary Art and Dvir Gallery 

Similarly set in Second Life, but much simpler, and, to my mind, more effective, is 
Gazira Babeli’s Anna Magnani/take 2 (2007). The artist, herself an avatar, was born in 
2006 in Second Life, and her ‘acts’ have all been interjected live in front of unsuspecting 
avatar audiences. This particular work is made up of a random sequence (generated by a 
computer code) of all the facial expressions available on Second Life. 

 
Gazira Babeli- Anna Magnani/take 2, 2007, Courtesy of the Artist, ROLLO Contemporary Art and Fabio 
Paris Gallery 

As such, it explores the semiotics of expression and gesture, a code performance in a 
wordless language, with the movement of just the mouth, head, eyebrows, hand and 
tongue. Nonetheless, emotions as varied as joy, horror, sadness, disgust, fear and 
boredom are all adequately portrayed. Can a virtual being therefore really feel after all? 
Or do we just project these human states on to our virtual alter egos? The work is a 
powerful comment on the performative aspect of identity, both in virtual space and 
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reality. 

Bringing the viewer back into a real world space, Anne-Marie Schleiner’s Operation 
Urban Terrain (O.U.T.) (2004-2006) presents a video of a performance, whereby she and 
a friend, dressed in Lara Croft outfits, play out scenes from a violent video game used to 
train the US military. 

 
Anne-Marie Schleiner- Operation Urban Terrain (O.U.T.), 2004- 2006, Courtesy of the Artist and 
ROLLO Contemporary Art 

This is interspersed with clips from the game itself, excerpts from US news reels, and 
actual military training footage. A response to the prevalence and military use of such 
violent video games, the political message of this work is amplified and expanded 
through its parallel consideration of representations of gender and implicit comment on 
the sexualisation of the female body in the male dominated gaming industry. 
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Anne-Marie Schleiner- Operation Urban Terrain (O.U.T.), 2004- 2006, Courtesy of the Artist and 
ROLLO Contemporary Art 

Guns and soldiers are also popular motifs in the works of Helen Carmel Benigson (aka 
Princess Belsize Dollar). Her video work Why U Shouldn’t Date a Soldier (2011) 
contains footage from the controversial computer game Call of Duty, the online poker 
game PKR, the websites youporn and twitter, and her readily recognisable real life 
imagery shot in Israel, South Africa, and England. 
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Helen Carmel Benigson- Why U Shouldn’t Date A Soldier, 2011, Courtesy of the Artist and ROLLO 
Contemporary Art 

The short animation tells the story of Cyber Princess, the artist’s avatar, whom we see, 
initially, being created in Benigson’s own likeness, and who then goes off into cyber 
space to play a game of poker on PKR. At this point, some soldiers receive a blackberry 
message and believe the princess to be captured online, so they gallantly set off to rescue 
her, albeit detouring via youporn for a quick sexual fix. Finally they find and rescue her, 
fairy tale stylee, but Princess’ response is not quite the traditional one of falling at their 
feet: ‘boys. I didn’t want to be rescued. I am in control of my own destiny and my own 
fantasy.’ As with Schleiner, Benigson explores the politics of sexual difference and 
female empowerment, and as with Segal and Babeli, she looks at the nature of identity, 
performance, and masquerade. Speaking of her use of today’s multimedia technologies in 
her work, Benigson explains: 

‘There is now a new space to work about and in – that of online and cyber. My work is 
concerned with biology and technology and how new currents of information and 
communications are changing. This can be seen is our own schizophrenic performances 
on a daily basis.’ 

Thus there is, despite the immersion in virtual reality, a continual reference, in each 
artist’s work, back to the real body and real life, not necessarily to privilege it, but to 
remind the viewer of the difference between reality and virtuality, and of the possibilities 
and limitations of each existence. As Cadence Kinsey suggests in ‘Toward Embodiment,’ 
her essay in the catalogue to accompany the exhibition, we are looking here at 
embodiment as opposed to the body per se. Embodiment can encompass subject positions 
that are no longer bounded by categories of race, gender and species. It is beyond 
materiality and can be virtual as well as real, created as well as born. It is perhaps no 
coincidence then that the subtitle of part one of this exhibition was, in fact, embodiment. 
It therefore seems we have come full circle in our exploration of 21st century women’s 
art, and Found’s three part exhibition has certainly provided a strong basis from which to 
open up discussion and continue expanding the canon from a less androcentric viewpoint. 

Anna McNay is a London-based writer, curator and researcher. She has an academic 
background as a doctoral candidate, tutor, and lecturer in German and Linguistics at the 
University of Oxford, and as an Alexander von Humboldt Research Fellow at the 
Humboldt University in Berlin. She is also a qualified and experienced CELTA tutor. You 
can read her own blog here  
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