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Abstract  

During the 1970s, several attacks have been launched onto articulate language by feminist thinkers, 
writers, film-makers, and, not least, visual artists. However, the artistic strategies of the latter have been 
remotely investigated in the past and today still remain hardly known. The paper centers this very research 
gap by crystalizing some of the methods artists have deployed in dealing with the realization that there is 
no language outside of patriarchal ideologies. For the purpose of typologically mapping this diverse field 
of feminist action, the article will discuss three particular positions: Austrian artist VALIE EXPORT, Italian 
artist Ketty La Rocca, and, as a major voice of contemporary feminist theory, French psychoanalyst and 
cultural theorist Luce Irigaray. Through this case study triad, spread across different geographies and 
languages, the subject of the feminist critique of language in the visual arts of the 1970s will be 
approached by means of a comparative methodology. In order to uncover the common practices as well 
as the diverging ideologies nurturing those practices, the article will elaborate on how syntactical 
irregularities have become instruments for the artistic organization of visual as well as textual material. 
The use of literary figures as a way of disclosing oppressed content was proposed by Irigaray, while 
simultaneously already being used miles away by the two artists as strategies for the subversion of 
linguistic properties that were considered ‘patriarchal,’ such as objectivity and rationality. At the same 
time, the material body is staged as something that is always inevitably ‘coded’ by the phallocentric 
“Symbolic.” 
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In February 2021, the board of the dictionary 
Duden, main arbiter and maker of standardized 
German, has announced that it will do away with 
the generic masculine in its subsequent online 
issues. This prompted an outcry among many 
German linguists warning against the decision.1 
Their numerous reactions testify to the high 
sensitivity towards this topic. Yet the board 
remained resolute about its choice to change the 
linguistic convention of the ‘male-as-norm,’ 
which should no longer function as the universal 
signifier for all subjects regardless of their gender 
in the German language. 

Today, this very lexical domain, mainly 
concerned with personal pronouns and ‘naming,’ 
constitutes the crucial battlefield of gender in 
many languages. Unlike today, however, the still 
very young and decidedly feminist critique of 
language of the 1970s operated very well beyond 

                                                        
1 Among other media, the rather conservative German newspaper Der 
Spiegel covered this discussion in an article published February 14, 2021: 
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/kritik-an-gender-sprache-

the lexical field, for example, in the fields of 
syntax, text, style, communicative practice, and 
the linguistic system as a whole. Language was 
understood to be a thoroughly patriarchal 
institution by many women at the time. Based on 
the conviction that language plays a leading role 
in the constitution of social reality and its 
subjects, the aim of the critique of language was 
and still is to bring about a change in 
consciousness and thereby a change in society 
through a change in language. 

The somewhat laboriously assembled term 
critique of language describes a challenge to 
certain linguistic practices, as carriers of certain 
values and ideologies. Thus, it must be 
understood as a profound social critique. The 

abenteuerliche-duden-kreationen-a-846e042d-dfa9-4077-a16d-
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feminist critique of language2 that emerged in the 
early 1970s3 is part of this socio-culturally 
determined tradition. Many women of the time 
shared the concern over women’s place in 
language as traditionally mute (e.g. systemic 
illiteracy of women), or as silent (e.g. private 
speech assigned to women, public to men), and 
yet as spoken about (e.g. the numerous treaties, 
proliferating since the 18th century, on how a 
woman should speak, all written by men). 
Consequently, the feminist critique of language 
cannot be conceived as a homogeneous, 
monolithic phenomenon. Its forms are as 
numerous as the various motivations and 
theoretical concepts that underlie it. The only 
common ground lies in the conviction that 
language is a major determinant of gender. In the 
face of patriarchal societies, this conviction 
became a big issue for many women who started 
to consciously target linguistic practices that 
produce and reproduce hegemonic social 
relations. 

Nevertheless, it often goes unnoticed that 
visual artists also participated in this critique. 
Hence, the task of this essay is to take a closer 
look at some of the artistic practices involved in 
the feminist critique of language. On the one 
hand, the positions I want to discuss will help to 
reveal some of the strategies and tenets of the 
early feminist critique of language in the visual 
arts,4 on the other hand, each position can be 
better understood through a comparative 
analysis. These positions involve a cultural 
theorist, Luce Irigaray (born 1930 in Blaton, 
Belgium), and two artists: Ketty La Rocca (La 
Spezia, 1938–Florence, 1976, Italy) and VALIE 
EXPORT (born 1940 in Linz, Austria). Their 
respective first languages share a common 
linguistic basis in Latin. Further, they share a 
common cultural grounding in the Global North, 
and a common time, the mid-1970s. The present 
examination evolves around the years 
immediately following the civil rights movements, 
more precisely 1973/1974, since all the works in 
question appeared almost simultaneously within 

                                                        
2 I am borrowing this term from Deborah Cameron, which she introduces 
in her reader The Feminist Critique of Language (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1990). 
3 Previous to that, Virginia Woolf has critiqued certain exclusory 
linguistic practices (e.g. writing poetry as not suitable for women, only 
novels), which is why her work can be thought of as a proto-feminist 
critique of language. 
4 This largely unexplored field of the feminist critique of language in the 
fine arts is the subject of my forthcoming doctoral thesis. 
5 Peter Ernst, Germanistische Sprachwissenschaft (Vienna: Facultas, 
2011), 123. 
6 Ibid. 

this period. It is therefore rather a state of 
scattered synchronicity than a genealogical 
connection that relates these works. Thus, I will 
employ the method of a typological comparison 
based on a close reading of each work in order to 
map the emergence of a specific aspect within the 
feminist critique of language: the tenet of syntax.  

Syntax is a grammatical discipline that deals 
with the structures of sentences.5 It assumes that 
language consists of meaningful and ordered 
utterances.6 The present works all reveal a similar 
approach to syntax in that they revise this 
assumption. Through their comparison I intend to 
shed light on this aspect of the feminist critique 
of language that has so far remained 
underexposed. What is of interest here is not 
where the preoccupation with syntax stems from, 
but where its cultural significance lies for 
feminism; which artistic forms it deployed; and to 
what extent these forms coincide or diverge. 

Speaking Subjects 

Ensuing from the view that language is a key 
agent in the cultural inscription of gender into 
society, the place of women in language was a 
heavily disputed question during the 1970s, 
mainly by so-called feminists of difference.7 Luce 
Irigaray is one of the leading voices in this debate. 
In a chapter of her seminal book Speculum of the 
Other Woman from 1974, titled Any Theory of the 
‘Subject’ Has Always Been Appropriated by the 
‘Masculine,’ she elaborates on how women, 
traditionally assigned the mute role of the 
‘object,’ can claim the position of the speaking 
‘subject.’8 Given the realization that women have 
no language outside of male-dominated 
societies, Irigaray asks, “What if the ‘object’ 
started to speak?”9 This question points to one of 
the most mind-bending challenges facing the 
early feminist critique of language: that of the 
ability to speak and gain a subject position within 
a given patriarchal culture that language was 
believed to embody and uphold. In the same tone 

7 For a concurrent discussion of contemporary debates on the topic of 
modern linguistics and the concept of the subject see the chapter The 
Phenomenological Subject of Enunciation from 1974, in Julia Kristeva, 
“Revolution in Poetic Language,” in The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi 
(New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1986), 90. 
8 In a subsequent work—This Sex Which is Not One, trans. Catherine 
Potter, Carolyn Burke (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. Press: 1985)— Luce 
Irigaray, however, renounces the dualistic conception of subject/object 
as a hallmark of patriarchal thinking. 
9 Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. 
Press, 1985 [1974]), 135. 
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of voice and year, Ketty La Rocca states that 
women should not make any “declarations,” for 
they would have to use a “language that is not 
theirs, within a language that is as alien to them 
as it is hostile.”10 VALIE EXPORT adds that “the 
realm of the shadow of man is the realm of 
society’s words.”11 She further specifies that the 
path from ‘object’ to ‘subject’ is a “painful 
process.”12 These statements, each one concisely 
testifying to the preoccupation with the place of 
women in language, introduce the three positions 
I intend to discuss. They all engage in the search 
for a language that is neither pre-spoken by men 
nor coded by patriarchic domination. Gaining a 
language meant gaining agency. More than once, 
this language was sought in the female 
experience, often based on the particular 
experience of the female body.13 The perception 
of the latter was believed to be strongly shaped 
and conditioned by society and its symbolic 
systems. Thus, language, being such a symbolic 
system, is often put into controversy with the 
female body. After all, body and language are two 
crucial historical determinants in the negotiation 
of a subject’s socio-cultural position. 

It is precisely on this terrain between 
language and body where the feminist critique of 
language has appropriated and fiercely contested 
psychoanalytic theories, especially those of 
Sigmund Freud and even more of Jacques Lacan’s 
conception of the Symbolic. Summarized by Cora 
Kaplan, Lacan’s Symbolic “embodies the 
abstracted relations of the laws of a particular 
culture.”14 In other words: it encompasses all the 
symbolic practices of a given culture. Language 
functions as the main denominator of the 
Symbolic. Kaplan concludes poignantly that in 
each speech act “the self and the culture speak 
simultaneously.”15 Things get complicated when 

                                                        
10 Ketty La Rocca, I suoi scritti, ed. Lucilla Saccà (Torino: Martano, 2005), 
96. Original wording: “e poi dovrebbero usare un / linguaggio che non è 
il loro, dentro un linguaggio che è loro estraneo quanto ostile/.” 
Translated by Angelandreina Rorro, “Dalla parte di Ketty. On Ketty’s 
Side,” in Donna: Avanguardia femminista negli anni ’70 dalla Sammlung 
Verbund di Vienna, ed. Gabriele Schor (Milano: Electa, 2010), 46–55, here 
50. 
11 VALIE EXPORT, Werner Hoffmann, Hans Hollein, VALIE EXPORT: Austria, 
Biennale di Venezia 1980 (Vienna: Bundesministerium für Unterricht und 
Kunst, 1980), 48. Original wording: “Das Reich des Schattens des Mannes 
ist das Reich der Begriffe der Gesellschaft.” Translated by the author, 
emphasis added. 
12 Ibid. 
13 See the writings of Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Annie Leclerc for 
this approach to a reconceptualization of language in the 1970s based 
on the experience of the female body. 
14 Cora Kaplan, “Language and Gender,” in The Feminist Critique of 
Language, ed. Deborah Cameron (London and New York: Routledge, 
1990 [1976]), 60. 
15 Ibid. 

we consider that Lacan’s conception of the 
Symbolic is thoroughly phallocentric and offers 
no place for women. She, instead, is assigned the 
role of the pre-Symbolic, of matter, the body, the 
pre-discursive, and therefore is outside of 
language. Laura Mulvey summed up the problem 
most aptly in her seminal 1975 essay, by noting 
that in the logocentric world of language, women 
are assigned merely the role of a “material 
memory” that does not generate meaning, but 
carries it only passively as a silent object.16 As 
soon as women enter the Symbolic they 
incorporate the laws of a given culture—and for a 
big part of the world, this culture is patriarchal. 
For this reason, language is understood as an 
instrument of oppression by many women of the 
1970s. It represents a law made by men for men.17 
In this respect, Irigaray too refers to Freudian and 
Lacanian theory as castrating women by the 
logos, the law of men.18 Here, the poststructuralist 
critique of logocentrism becomes the critique of 
androcentrism.19 Moreover, the problematic 
relationship of women and the Symbolic has 
propelled the conviction of the inadequacy of 
linguistic communication, for how could feminists 
speak in a language that perpetuates patriarchal 
ideologies? This rejective stance toward language 
was accompanied by the call for its renewal. Apart 
from many well-documented approaches to this 
renewal, which I would like to call productive,20 
one can also find destructive tendencies. One 
such tendency is the subversion of syntactic 
structures. 

Subverting Linearity 

We can encounter the occupation with 
syntactic structures in earlier literary critiques of 
language as well.21 Such is the case with Austrian 

16 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in The Feminism 
and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Jones (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2003 [1975]), 44–45. 
17 See e.g. Dale Spender’s Man Made Language (London: Routledge, 1980) 
or Annie Leclerc’s “Woman’s word,” in The Feminist Critique of Language, 
ed. Deborah Cameron, trans. Claire Duchen (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1990 [1974]). 
18 Irigaray, Speculum, 142. 
19 Maren Lickhardt, “Sprachkritik in der Literatur,” in Handbuch 
Sprachkritik, ed. Thomas Niehr, Jörg Kilian, Jürgen Schiewe (Stuttgart: J.B. 
Metzler, 2020), 160. 
20 Such was the approach of the French écriture féminine movement, 
which attempted to shape a poetics apart from androcentric linguistic 
styles, words and turns of phrase. Or Suzette Haden Elgin’s introduction 
of new words into the English language with her dictionary Láadan in 
her book Native Tongue (London: Women’s Press, 1985). Annie Leclerc 
sums up these kinds of endeavors aptly with: “We have to invent a 
woman’s word,” Leclerc, “Woman’s word,” 74. 
21 Again, it was Virginia Woolf who in 1919 pioneered the focus on the 
linguistic sentence from a decidedly women’s point of view, when she 
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writer Peter Handke’s experimental play titled 
Kaspar from 1968. In a crucial moment of the play 
Kaspar notices that “with the sentence, one 
learns to learn order.”22 Handke suggests a simple 
equation: the structure of the sentence 
conditions the structure of thought. Here I want 
to consider that the structure of the sentence is 
traditionally analyzed not in thought or spoken 
but in written form.23 The written sentence allows 
visibility and thus an easier overview of some of 
the principles and structures that govern 
language. Hence, Handke’s consideration of 
‘order’ can also be thought of in its visual 
manifestation—the written sentence. Given that, 
for modern linguistics and its founder Ferdinand 
de Saussure, linearity represents the 
fundamental formal principle governing the 
linguistic system as well as the sentence,24 one 
can understand Handke’s subject as someone 
who learns linearity through the sentence.  

This chain of thought initiated by Handke’s 
linguistic notion of order is a proposition to think 
of linearity not merely as a structural 
characteristic of the sentence, but also as a 
cultural concept with a certain history and certain 
symbolics. In this respect, Irigaray reminds us that 
linearity embodies particular cultural ideologies, 
such as rationality and progress.25 The syntactic 
form of linearity, as the hallmark of modern 
linguistics’ ideal speaker,26 carries these values 
and allows them to seep deeper into the 
perception and valorization of social processes 
and subjects. Moreover, the less dominant 
structures such as linearity can be separated 
from dominant ideologies, the more they appear 
as ‘naturally’ given and not as socially grown—for 
instance the idea of progress, that is, linear 
teleological development. Consequently, linearity 
as form becomes a measurable marker for social 
values as norm. Form, as I want to suggest and 
exemplify with this essay, has a sociocultural 
agency. Language perpetuates such forms and 
therefore functions as a social “regulatory 

                                                        
wrote about Dorothy Richardson’s Tunnel and “the woman’s sentence.” 
Virginia Woolf, “Review of Dorothy M. Richardson’s The Tunnel,” TLS 
(February 1919). 
22 Peter Handke, Kaspar (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1968), 21. 
Translated by the author from German: “[D]u lernst mit dem Satz, 
Ordnung zu lernen.“ 
23 Ernst, Germanistische Sprachwissenschaft, 123. 
24 Ernst, Germanistische Sprachwissenschaft, 54. 
25 Irigaray, Speculum, 137. 
26 Noam Chomsky, “Aspects of the Theory of Syntax,” in Critical Theory 
Since 1965, eds. Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle (Tallahassee: Florida 
State Univ. Press, 1986 [1965]), 40–58, here 40. 
27 Lickhardt, “Sprachkritik in der Literatur,” 160. Original wording: 
“Ordnungsmacht.” 

power.”27 One can finally say that with the 
sentence, one learns the order of the dominant, 
often patriarchal, culture. The feminist critique of 
language concerned with syntactic linearity aptly 
illustrates this equation while at the same time 
challenging it. 

Subverting Syntax 

In order to draw this picture, I will first 
investigate Irigaray’s conception of syntax in her 
seminal text Speculum of the Other Woman of 
1974. In it, she envisions the possibility of a 
“double syntax.”28 This can be thought of as an 
alternate set of structures that would allow 
women to speak in a language of their own, 
without having to invent a wholly new one. 
However, Irigaray notes that ‘double’ does not 
mean that this syntax is hierarchically stratified, 
as Freud may have preferred it to be.29 It rather 
bears the possibility of subverting the language 
system from within, by the application of 
different “logics, representations, and 
economies.”30 Hence, the goal is not to mirror 
existing laws of linguistic representation, since in 
Irigaray’s eyes, language is already entrenched in 
a constant self-mirroring, a “specular 
imprisonment” that reiterates the same 
structures and thereby itself over and over 
again.31 To illustrate: German artist Marianne Wex 
refers to one such structure four years later in 
1978 when speaking about the “seemingly 
objective and thereby distorting” patriarchal 
language that is detached from “personal 
contexts.”32 As is well known, these personal 
contexts have functioned as a guiding principle in 
feminism not least since the widespread slogan 
“the personal is political.” Also Irigaray, as a 
feminist of difference, argues that these personal 
experiences, that is, women’s experiences,33 are 
able to achieve exactly this: to liberate language 
from “the ever present project and projections of 
masculine consciousness.”34 After all, women 

28 Irigaray, Speculum, 138. 
29 Irigaray, Speculum, 139. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 140. 
32 Marianne Wex, “Weibliche” und “männliche” Körpersprache als Folge 
patriarchalischer Machtverhältnisse” (Hamburg: Verlag Marianne Wex, 
1979), 9–10. 
33 We must bear in mind that Irigaray, when she speaks of ‘women’, does 
not consider differences in nationality, gender, or class, nor does she 
refer to a different experience for women of color or different cultures. 
Her hetero female subject is a universal one, as much as her language 
is a universal one. This universalizing approach of feminist theorists 
from the Global North of the 1970s has often been criticized. 
34 Irigaray, Speculum, 141. 
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have been historically granted the exact opposite: 
the disadvantageous position of the unconscious. 
The activation of the qualities attributed to the 
unconscious gives a first indication of how, 
according to Irigaray, this “double syntax” could 
be conceived. 

First, she suggests turning this historically 
grown position of being the Other of the 
conscious—which has been given the properties 
of being irrational, incongruent, eruptive, and 
enigmatic35—into an advantage. These neglected 
qualities of the unconscious, conceived by Freud 
as female and of lesser value, can be used to 
counter the higher valued qualities of the male 
conscious, such as rationality, objectivity, or 
clarity. Irigaray insists that clear, rational, i.e. 
“reasonable” words are not sufficient for women 
to communicate.36 Instead, women should 
challenge these dominant linguistic concepts 
with alternative ones—ones that already have 
existed but were hidden and repressed by 
historical devaluation. These excavated concepts 
should enrich the set of values that are the 
benchmark for any ‘human of quality’ and thereby 
change dominant ideologies.37 

In practical terms, this can be achieved by 
the implementation of “divergences” into 
language.38 Those can be understood as 
interventions that are mainly deduced from 
literary stylistic devices. In this regard, Irigaray 
appeals to women to speak “only in riddles, 
allusions, hints, parables.”39 With these very tools, 
as well as the ellipse, she suggests to “overthrow 
syntax by suspending its eternally teleological 
order.”40 The “teleological order” of syntax can, 
however, not be thought of without its formal 
embodiment—the linearity of the linguistic 
sentence. This aim of overthrowing linearity also 
inspires the plea for “modifying continuity,”41 
even if that means the complete destruction of 

                                                        
35 This insistence on female qualities has brought the accusation of 
‘essentialism’ upon Irigaray, because those qualities were believed to 
be assigned to women by hegemonic male culture. Furthermore, by 
proposing that these qualities are tightly bound to the experience of 
having a female body, the question whether she understands sexual 
difference as biologically determined has haunted her work for many 
years. For a detailed discussion on Irigaray and essentialism see Naomi 
Schor’s essay “This essentialism which is not one: coming to grips with 
Irigaray,” in French Feminists. Critical Evaluations in Cultural Theory. Vol. 
III. Luce Irigaray, eds. Ann J. Cahill and Jennifer L. Hansen (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2008 [1994]) and Diana J. Fuss’s essay ““Essentially 
speaking”: Luce Irigaray’s language of essence,” in French Feminists. 
Critical Evaluations in Cultural Theory. Vol. III. Luce Irigaray, eds. Ann J. 
Cahill and Jennifer L. Hansen (London and New York: Routledge, 2008 
[1989]). 
36 Irigaray, Speculum, 142. 
37 Ibid., 138. 

communication, for, as Irigaray claims, people 
“have never understood” anyways.42 

Speaking of understanding: understanding 
Irigaray’s own demanding language is a challenge 
as much as it is a pleasure. In her speech, 
vagueness often overrules clarity. This ambiguity 
seems less to be a side effect of her distinct 
rhetoric but rather a purposeful means, for she 
employs numerous metaphors and parables. Her 
words often poetically indulge in themselves, 
sometimes at the expense of the content they are 
supposed to convey. One wonders whether 
Irigaray is trying to ‘overthrow’ syntax with her 
own language. Can her own writing practice be 
taken as an example for her theoretical 
demands? The answer I propose is just as 
ambiguous as her language: On the one hand, this 
is to be denied, because Irigaray appears to aim 
at conveying certain contents, and the 
‘overthrowing’ of syntax comes with a loss of 
clarity; on the other hand, this is to be affirmed, 
as moments of unclarity are indeed frequent in 
her language, where content often falls victim to 
playful form. It is precisely this openness and 
indeterminacy of language that she demands as a 
contrast to the constricting, “overdetermined” 
language43 of dominant ideology.44 However, 
Irigaray seems aware of the fact that this 
reconceptualization of language is not quite 
defined yet and must remain a collective 
endeavor, open, and formable.45 Accordingly, the 
precise path toward a ‘double syntax’ remains a 
rather unbeaten one. 

Two case studies of syntactic subversion in 
the visual arts 

To pick up on the metaphor, visual artists 
Ketty La Rocca and VALIE EXPORT were working 
simultaneously on beating this same path. The 
reason I have chosen to place these two artists in 

38 Ibid., 142. 
39 Ibid., 143. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 141. 
44 The perception that language is overdetermined might, aside from the 
gender aspect, also be a reaction to the over-regulation of grammar as 
it has been practiced by linguists at that time. Their focus and 
explanation of logico-semantic sentences left no space for the poetic 
sentence, which mostly falls out of the grid of the ‘ideal’ grammatical 
sentence. That is most prominently the case for Noam Chomsky’s 
Syntactic Structures (The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1957). It is very likely 
that Irigaray was familiar with such theories, as she has completed her 
doctoral thesis in linguistics, in 1968, in Paris. 
45 Irigaray, Speculum, 139. 
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a comparative analysis with Irigaray’s work is 
threefold: first, both of them use their hands in 
experiments with sign language and gesticulatory 
body language in several video-performances.46 
In doing so, they share Irigaray’s preoccupation 
with the problematic conjunction of the female 
body and language while reintroducing 
alternative ways of communication (e.g. 
gesticulation or facial mimic) into the radically 
dematerialized linguistic discourse of the time. 
Secondly, the artistic works I want to discuss were 
conceived in the same year as well as shortly 
before Irigaray published her Speculum. It must 
be noted, however, that neither La Rocca nor 
EXPORT seem to share Irigaray’s psychoanalytical 
approach. And yet they all reveal an ambivalent 

relationship to language, which manifests itself, 
among other things, in the mistrust in its 
communicative abilities for women and in the 
preoccupation with syntactic structures—the 
third and most decisive motivation of the 
following juxtaposition. 

Ketty La Rocca’s work appears to be one of 
the earliest artistic critiques directed against 
androcentric linguistic practices.47 Originally a 
poet of experimental and concrete poetry, by the 
end of the 1960s she began to investigate the 
language of mass media48 by collaging words and 
images cut out of popular magazines.49 However, 
it is another work by La Rocca that I would like to 
focus on here: a series of works titled Riduzioni 
(Reductions). 

 

 

Fig. 1. Ketty La Rocca, Nudo di donna, 1974, photography and ink on paper. Courtesy of The Ketty La Rocca Estate (managed by 
the artist’s son Michelangelo Vasta) 

As with every Riduzione, in the 1974 piece 
Nudo di donna (Woman Nude), Fig. 1, La Rocca 
uses a photograph as her starting point. This 
particular photograph is a found object, a 
postcard, an image among images, offering itself 
for purchase, say at a postcard-stand or in one of 
the overflowing boxes at a flea-market, designed 
to seduce, to be chosen, to be bought, and finally 
to be written on and sent away. If we are to 
believe Angelika Stepken, this postcard has a 
stamp on it,50 which endows it with the character 
of a surrealist objet trouvé. However, the 
individualizing stamp should not obscure the fact 
that this image is not unique. La Rocca notes that 

                                                        
46 Ketty La Rocca with Appendice per una supplica in 1972, and VALIE 
EXPORT with Sehtext: Fingergedicht in 1973.  
47 Despite the fact that Ketty La Rocca never designated herself a 
feminist (back then a highly contested term), one can understand from 
her writings that her occupation with language stems from the 
viewpoint that it is not ‘made’ for women, and therefore a woman 
cannot adequately communicate through this very medium. See Ketty 
La Rocca, I suoi scritti (Torino: Martano, 2005). 
48 A great deal of language critique in the visual arts is concerned with 
this very topic of mass culture. Mass media not only was a popular 
object in the international art scene of that time (Pop Art; or Richard 
Serra’s Television Delivers People, 1973), but was also recognized as a 

she only takes “images that are ready-made, 
already seen by so many people and for so long, 
rendered vacuous by consensual descriptions 
(…).”51 The artist displays an obvious, perhaps 
even Benjaminian, interest in reproduction. 
Correspondingly, she reproduces this ready-
made that is made for reproduction four times 
with ink on paper. Adorned with the figure of a 
naked woman seen from the back, the postcard’s 
motif is not unusual for La Rocca’s work, as a 
naked woman appears in many collages in the 
1960s as well as in other works of the series 
Riduzioni. Standing averted in an interior, the 
woman’s gaze is directed towards a mirror placed 

carrier and multiplier of sexist representation both via image and via 
writing. 
49 A painstaking analysis of La Rocca’s early collages was undertaken by 
Giuliana Pieri in her essay “Ketty La Rocca. Word, Image, Body,” Italian 
Studies 74, no. 4 (2019). 
50 Angelika Stepken, ed., You. Ketty La Rocca. Works and Writings 1964–
1976 (Berlin: Revolver Publishing, 2017), 202. 
51 Cited after Angelika Stepken, “Subjectivization and Resistance,” in You. 
Ketty La Rocca. Works and Writings 1964–1976, ed. Angelika Stepken 
(Berlin: Revolver Publishing, 2017), 15. 
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across the room, which, however, does not reveal 
her reflection—or, so to say, her reproduction.52 
One cannot help but notice the strange parallel 
between this female body vis-à-vis a mirror, that 
is, a speculum, and Irigaray’s focus on this exact 
constellation in Speculum of the Other Woman. As 
chance would have it, both works were made 
public in the exact same year: 1974. 

 

Fig. 2. Ketty La Rocca, Nudo di donna (detail), 1974, ink on 
paper. Courtesy of The Ketty La Rocca Estate 

In the first reproduction, Fig. 2, La Rocca 
graphically outlines the figures with handwritten 
words. One can still clearly see the photograph 
reverberating. What we see, though, is not a 
slavish copy of each and every object from the 
initial postcard-image but rather a selection. La 
Rocca sometimes puts the emphasis on 
seemingly insignificant parts of the original such 
as the wall in the background. In bringing the wall 
to attention, she activates this virtually empty 
space in order to echo the body’s contour with a 
five-lined ribbon of words. The words stretch 
from the woman’s lower back to her head on the 
left side of the image. Here, a pictorial blank of 

                                                        
52 Considering the mirror, one cannot avoid the symbolism of the female 
body as being captured by the male gaze. But such an association, on 
the one hand, is anachronistic, since Laura Mulvey’s theory of the ‘male 
gaze’ was published only a year later, but on the other, it implies that La 
Rocca anticipated such theories with her work, which seems reasonable 
considering other works from her œuvre. 

the photograph turns into a place of language in 
the drawing. Irigaray gives us a poetic yet precise 
terminology for such operations that highlight in-
between-spaces, calling them places of “silent 
plasticity.”53 She refers to language, not images, 
however, when she speaks of blanks in discourse 
as places of her exclusion, but also precisely the 
places where she has the opportunity to speak.54 
In a similar way, the formerly vacant, “silent” 
space behind La Rocca’s woman, devoid of 
attention, gains “plasticity” by becoming a space 
for language. This written language is responsible 
for the shape of each and every figure in the 
drawing, as the contours of each figure are 
literally determined by words. Moreover, all the 
figures are rendered visible exclusively through 
language. At the same time, language “screens” 
off any attempt at an unmediated perception of 
the depicted figures, of which the women’s body 
occupies the leading role.55 With this, La Rocca 
poignantly stresses that our perception of things 
and of the body is always coded—they are always 
perceived through the symbolic filters of culture. 
With this in mind, one could modify Kaplan’s 
assertion above and say that with each perceptual 
act the self and the culture perceive 
simultaneously.  That is the case in particular 
when common conceptions of women, reiterated 
by their linguistic representations, overlay the 
perception of the individual. In this drawing, this 
hierarchy between language and body seems 
sealed—language has the upper hand. Because 
we perceive her body only through the grid of 
language. And yet, if we recall the size of these 
images, it soon becomes clear that although 
language is there, it remains in a state of “silent 
plasticity.” This is because the written lines are 
way too small and written too hastily to be 
readable. In consequence, the words do not say 
much, cannot do much harm. By taking away their 
legibility, La Rocca takes away their power over 
the represented figure. Instead, the relationship 
between language and the female body remains 
in a state of unresolved conflict. 

But La Rocca’s “calligraphic miniature”56 is 
not just an image of language, since the words are 
certainly there. Stepken notices that most of the 
writing in the Riduzioni is drawn from a text that 
La Rocca exhibited on canvas in 1970 titled Dal 

53 Irigaray, Speculum, 142.  
54 Ibid. 
55 Schor, “This essentialism which is not one,” 57. 
56 Stepken, “Subjectivization and Resistance,” 10. 
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momento in cui (From the moment in which).57 Just 
like the images of the Riduzioni, this text is 
assembled from found material. It consists of 
fragments of sentences from an unknown source, 
sewn together into a seamless patchwork of text. 
Because it is completely missing punctuation, the 
text has no framings and is thus open in a formal 
as well as a semantical sense. It displays no 
syntactic order. This hinders any attempt at a 
hermeneutic reading. In Nudo di donna, La Rocca 
intentionally confuses this already obscure text 
by further dissolving its syntagmatic chains. She 
does so by interrupting each sentence or each 
word at the exact point where the figure ends. As 
a result, the previous hierarchy is turned upside 
down: now it is the body that determines where 
language begins and where it ends. The strategy 
of interrupting syntactic order is comparable with 
Irigaray’s demand to ‘overthrow syntax’ and do 
away with continuity. In addition, the visual 
curling of the sentences along the figures 
challenges the concept of linearity, as it is often 
not apparent in which direction the sentences 
develop. Syntactic irregularities like these cause 
severe semantic obstructions to language. 

 
Fig. 3. Ketty La Rocca, Nudo di donna (detail), 1974, ink on 

paper. Courtesy of The Ketty La Rocca Estate 

                                                        
57 Ibid., 15. 
58 Irigaray, Speculum, 143. 

Working vigorously against intelligibility, La 
Rocca prevents access to the ‘message’ through 
various formal operations—microscopic script, 
messy handwriting, syntactic breaks, curving 
sentences and the omission of punctuation. In 
the end, there still might be a chance of 
comprehension on the lexical level, whereas on 
the syntactic level intelligible cognition is 
rendered impossible. That leaves us with an 
asemantic text. After all, as Irigaray remarks, they 
“have never understood” anyways.58 

With all these operations the artist mutes 
language, which she continues with the next 
drawing of the series, Fig. 3. The second 
reproduction no longer reproduces the original 
but rather the first reproduction from Fig. 2. Here, 
the curly lines of La Rocca’s handwriting stretch 
into straight graphic lines. Like in an ECG, the 
writing from Fig. 2 no longer pulsates and appears 
dead. Only in some places it still breathes, where 
the confrontational word “you” echoes between 
the lines. This personal pronoun, denoting any 
subject, reappears in many of La Rocca’s works 
and seems to represent the identificatory 
function of language. But it is also a word from a 
foreign language: English. For this reason, “you” 
could also be understood to refer to the arbitrary 
nature of language and processes of linguistic 
identification as well as signification. Apart from 
“you”, there is only one other particularly strong 
accent in this image: the intergluteal cleft, a 
commonly eroticized part of the female body. 
Unlike the enigmatic words of the drawing before, 
this visual mark, done with a thick black stroke of 
ink, is a rather clear statement. It refers to yet 
another reduction: the one of the female body to 
its eroticized parts—a topic that La Rocca has 
frequently addressed in previous collages. The 
last two reproductions, Figs. 4 and 5, continue to 
gradually push language out of the picture 
through a persistent conflict between language 
and body. This is formally achieved through the 
oscillation between the hand-written word 
(“you”) and the hand-drawn line. Progressing 
through the four drawings, it seems as if the 
figure, first contaminated by symbolic 
determination, is passing through a process of 
decontamination. The last drawing—now 
completely devoid of written language—appears 
as a traumatic memory of this detox.59 Broadly 
speaking, with the Riduzioni, La Rocca reveals the 
overarching symbolic overdetermination of 

59 I thank Wolfram Pichler for the apt metaphor of the detox. 
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reality itself—everything is coded, even 
something that seems as unmediated as a body. 
She displays her distrust of these codes through 
the subversion of language, which results in a 
subversion of comprehension. Accordingly, La 
Rocca’s call for a complete “annihilation of 
articulate language”60 is made tangible with the 
Riduzioni. With this stance she appears to be 
more radical than Irigaray, who remains faithful 
to the idea that women can free themselves from 
the phallocentric order by inventing a language of 
their own. However, the metaphors that Irigaray 
deploys in describing the path toward a new 
language coincide with La Rocca’s artistic 
practices. After all, the artist certainly destroys 
the “logical grid” of language61 by deliberately 
destroying it on the syntactic as well as the 
semantic level. Perhaps the only productive 
tendency in her relationship to language can be 
found in a textual piece, in which La Rocca calls 
on women to take the code into their own 
hands.62 

 
Fig. 4. Ketty La Rocca, Nudo di donna (detail), 1974, ink on 

paper. Courtesy of The Ketty La Rocca Estate 

                                                        
60 Cited after Stepken, “Subjectivization and Resistance,” 12. 
61 Irigaray, Speculum, 142. 
62 La Rocca, I suoi scritti, 96. Original wording: “codice alla mano.” 
Translated by the author. 
63 EXPORT, Hofmann, Hollein, VALIE EXPORT, 23. Austrian philosophy and 
literature has a long standing tradition of the critique of language dating 

 

Fig. 5. Ketty La Rocca, Nudo di donna (detail), 1974, ink on 
paper. Courtesy of The Ketty La Rocca Estate 

VALIE EXPORT refers to this very code in a 
similar way when lamenting the extinction of the 
message through the “deformed code of social 
communication.”63 ‘Code’ refers to the cultural as 
well as the ideological register of language, 
signaling that language is always embedded in a 
changing set of social norms that define its 
meanings. If gestural language conforms too 
closely to this “deformed” code, the message gets 
lost, according to EXPORT.64 Similarly, for Irigaray, 
the ‘overdetermined’ male language “paralyze[s] 
the ‘body’s’ system of gestures within a given 
graphic order.”65 The appropriation of gesture 
through language and its codes seems to be a 
common concern of Irigaray and EXPORT. Not 
only EXPORT’s statements but also her artistic 
work bears witness to this preoccupation. She 
puts the body and its gestures into a violent 
confrontation with language in her 1973 
performance Asemie – die Unfähigkeit sich durch 
Mienenspiel auszudrücken (Asemia – The Inability 
of Expressing Oneself through Facial 
Expression).66 This mute, seven-minute ‘body 

back to the late 19th century, e.g. with Fritz Mauthner, Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, Ingeborg Bachmann, and the Wiener Gruppe. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Irigaray, Speculum, 137. 
66 In the EXPORT, Hofmann, Hollein 1980 catalogue also translated as The 
Incapacity of Expressing Oneself through Mimic Gesture; in the first 
version of the performance the English translation The Incapacity to 
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action’67 revolves around the medical condition of 
asemia, a “specific disease of communication, […] 
the incapacity of making signs to communicate 
with other persons (expressive asemia) or of 
understanding such signs (receptive asemia).”68 
But considering the full title of this work, asemia, 
for EXPORT, entails more than just this cognitive 
inability of sign/linguistic communication. Her 
work title also incorporates facial expression and 
gesture as communication—the ability of the 
body to express and thus communicate psychic 
states. As a consequence, the artists’ expansion of 
the concept of asemia means an expansion of the 
notion of comprehension—adding the corporeal 
dimension of gesture and mimic.  

The performance of Asemia was 
documented on video and takes place in an 
interior with a small podium. The artist crouches 
on the podium while pouring liquid hot wax first 
over a dead bird,69 then over her own feet and 
finally over her hands. After the wax hardens, she 
takes a knife70 with her mouth and cuts open the 
wax, thereby freeing her hands, seen in Figs. 6 and 
7. The podium—EXPORT calls it the “plateau of 
civilization”71—is pushed to the back of the room, 
in order to leave space for what is in front: the 
bare floor on which white letters reproduce the 
sentence “Die Unfähigkeit sich durch Mienenspiel 
ausdrücken zu können,” seen in Fig. 8. The work’s 
title is part of the performance. Emanating from 
the floor, it functions as a sort of guiding principle 
framing the whole scene—also because the 
camera shows the text before the action 
commences. Thus, language prepares a stage for 
the body action: we look at the performance 
‘through’ a linguistic graphic order. This implies, 
just like La Rocca’s Nudo di donna a year later, 
that everything we see first needs to pass the 
linguistic ‘grid.’ 

This grid is written in clear, white, capital 
letters. Its typography is kept as restrained as 
possible—no seraphs, no distinct handwriting. 
Type, in terms of written script, is relegated to 
sterility. Unlike Ketty La Rocca’s very personal 
handwriting, this handwriting is not allowed to 
obstruct the message it is supposed to convey.  

                                                        
Express by Facial Mimicry appears at the onset of the recording as a 
caption. 
67 This body action is part of a trilogy in which each work refers to a 
medical condition. 
68 EXPORT, Hofmann, Hollein, VALIE EXPORT, 23. The tenet of 
aphasia/asemia has a literary tradition, perhaps most popular with 
Roman Jakobson's study of speech disorders of children and aphasic 
persons, in Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic 
Disturbances from 1956. See Roman Jakobson, Selected writings. Vol. 2. 
Word and Language (Berlin and New York: Mouton, 1971). 

 

Figs. 6 and 7. VALIE EXPORT, Asemie - die Unfähigkeit sich 
durch Mienenspiel ausdrücken zu können, 1973. © VALIE 

EXPORT, Bildrecht Wien 2021, Courtesy VALIE EXPORT 

 

And yet this message is not entirely clear, for 
in this case, the irregular structure of the 
sentence leads to the obstruction of 
comprehension. EXPORT uses shifts in the spatial 
linearity to cause semantic ambiguities: at first by 
dividing the simple sentence into four 
superimposed lines, creating a four-line free-
form ‘poem.’ Here I am analyzing the second 

69 After much protest, EXPORT recorded this second version of the 
performance including a dead bird. The first version, however, included 
a living bird, which appears to be a domestic budgerigar. Its domesticity 
might symbolically parallel the domesticity assigned to women. 
70 In the first version of the video-performance she uses a palette-knife. 
71 VALIE EXPORT cited after Sylvia Szely, ed., EXPORT Lexikon. Chronologie 
der bewegten Bilder bei VALIE EXPORT (Vienna: Sonderzahl, 2007), 189. 
Original wording: “auf der zivilisatorischen Hochebene des Podestes.” 
Translated by the author. 
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version of this body action, in which EXPORT 
intentionally changes the order of the sentence. 
The new arrangement is therefore by no means 
accidental, but the result of a deliberate 
secondary revision.72 

 

Fig. 8. VALIE EXPORT, Asemie - die Unfähigkeit sich durch 
Mienenspiel ausdrücken zu können, 1973.  

© VALIE EXPORT, Bildrecht Wien 2021, Courtesy VALIE EXPORT 

Closest to the podium and at the top of the 
four-line scheme stands the noun “Unfähigkeit” 
(inability) with its definite article “die.” The next 
line is left blank, forming a typographical void 
between “die Unfähigkeit” and the other words of 
the sentence. As a consequence, the semantic 
significance of “Unfähigkeit” increases, while the 
sentence falls apart. This spatial void seems to 
visually perform silence, and even more, the 
inability of communication that occurs in asemia. 
One cannot avoid recalling Irigaray’s “blanks” of 
“silent plasticity” again, which embody the 
unspeakable. Asemia, as suspected by Roswitha 
Mueller, could stand for the loss of speech of 

                                                        
72 Some other arrangements also vary in the second performance, such 
as the artist performing with clothes on instead of naked. 
73 Roswitha Mueller, Valie Export. Fragments of the Imagination 
(Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1994), 59. 
74 E.g. in EXPORT’s earlier video-performance Visual Text: Finger Poem, 
1968. 

women trying to express themselves in a 
language of men.73 The inability of speech is also 
referred to by the body-action taking place on the 
podium, where the artist pours hot wax onto her 
own hands and thereby ‘mutes’ these main tools 
of human gesture. The significance of her hands 
as communicational devices increases when we 
consider numerous other works by the artist in 
which her hands alone attempt to accomplish the 
colossal task of communication beyond articulate 
language.74 In view of this previous artwork, it 
becomes clear that in Asemia the moments of 
written silence on the floor are put into reference 
with moments of gestural silence in the 
performance. But also moments of mimic silence, 
because the bird, which also falls silent under the 
hot wax, is a domestic budgerigar—a parrot. Its 
playful repetition of human speech is called 
mimicry, exactly the kind of playful mimicry that 
Irigaray suggests as a strategy to “lay bare the 
“sexed” nature of phallocentric tradition.”75 At the 
same time, the parrot might refer to the fact that 
all speech is pre-spoken. In any case, the bird 
clearly symbolizes speech, which will be violently 
silenced in the course of the performance. 

If we return to the writing on the floor, we 
notice that the next word that appears after the 
textual void is the reflexive pronoun “sich” 
(oneself). It initiates the second line of the 
quatrain and presents the only indication that 
this is supposed to be a coherent sentence. The 
link between “die Unfähigkeit” and “sich” is 
merely established semantically. Graphically, 
however, the syntactic unity of the sentence is 
counteracted by spatial fragmentation. VALIE 
EXPORT often uses such operations of 
fragmentation in her works, mostly in her medial 
anagrams. In an interview with Mueller in 1992, 
she explains that what interests her most in 
anagrams is how “minimal shifts” in context can 
produce “differences in signification.”76 Such a 
minimal shift with maximal significance already 
occurred after the first word of the sentence. But 
it can also be observed in another part of the 
quatrain: where the word “ausdrücken” (to 
express) is spatially separated into “aus” (ex) and 
“drücken” (press). As a result, the verb “drücken” 
(press) is isolated and emphasized, just like 
“Unfähigkeit” was before. Through this spatial 

75 Ping Xu, “Irigaray’s Mimicry and the Problem of Essentialism,” in 
Hysteria, no. 10/4 (1995), 76–89, here 77. 
76 VALIE EXPORT, “Interview with VALIE EXPORT,” interview by Roswitha 
Mueller, in Mueller, Valie Export, 210. EXPORT further explains that she 
sees medial anagrams as a sort of “linguistic system” for the production 
of images with technological devices. 
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shift, similar to Irigaray and La Rocca, EXPORT 
breaks linguistic continuity and causes 
ambivalence instead. But the emphasis of 
“drücken” (to press) has also another effect. 
Because, when the artist pours hot wax onto her 
own hands she creates an imprint, seen in Fig. 7, 
or an ‘im-press-ion’; in German ‘Abdruck’, a noun 
that is derived from the verb ‘drücken.’ 
Consequently, the written term “drücken” (to 
press) establishes yet another linguistic link to 
the performative act taking place on the 
podium—the impression of the gestural 
apparatus. Similarly, in the most radical act of the 
performance, the bird is burdened under the 
pressure of the wax. 

In the end, for EXPORT, just like for Irigaray, 
becoming a subject is fundamentally grounded in 
the ability to speak—“let women speak so that 
they can find themselves” she proclaimed in 
197277—hence, the last act of this performance 
entails the artist cutting open the wax around her 
hands with a knife that is placed between her 
teeth. In a cathartic outcome, her mouth frees her 
hands78 and allows gesture again. For EXPORT, 
speech and gesture seem to go hand in hand. 
Cutting is clearly paralleled with speaking, with 
reclaiming a voice, with empowerment. Her 
speech is not a silent, but a violent and radical 
one; after all, a knife between the lips is a painful 

commitment to self-liberation. EXPORT’s sharp-
edged liberation from the “deformed code of 
social communication” through radical acts of the 
body is in line with Irigaray’s demands for a 
drastic “double syntax” that is molded by the 
female experience. 

To conclude 

The case studies discussed above teach us 
that patriarchal ideologies are maintained not 
only through semantic (on the lexical level) but 
also through syntactic structures of language. 
Irigaray, La Rocca, and EXPORT all tackle these 
very structures. While Irigaray seeks to 
reconceptualize syntax theoretically, the two 
artists approach syntactic structures on artistic 
grounds. Furthermore, they all try to gain a 
subject position beyond patriarchal ascriptions; 
either through a radical reconceptualization of 
language or by turning to the “extra linguistic”—
that which is irreducible to language.79 All three 
place this extra linguistic into the realm of the 
gendered body. Finally, they negotiate the body 
as a site of social conditioning that is in constant 
conflict with processes of signification. For 
Irigaray, this body is the universal female body, 
for La Rocca, the represented female body, and 
for VALIE EXPORT, her very own female body.
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