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This special issue on “Art, 
Activism, and Gendered 
Violence” invites examination 
of the interconnections be-
tween gender and violence in 

the contexts of visual culture, art history, and 
art activism. Central to this issue are the cultural 
and historical representations of gender-based 
violence, the identification and deconstruction 
of visual cultures of violence, and the political 
and societal transformative power of art activ-
ism. In feminist art, art history and theory, since 
its beginnings in late 1960’s and early 1970’s, vi-
olence against women has been examined both 
as a social reality and as a subject represented 
through visual cultures. In this issue, violence 
is approached as a complex gendered phenome-
non, meaning its forms, cultural representations, 
and historical contexts differ and vary between 
genders. Gender-based violence is driven by so-
cietal power structures and cultural norms that 
affect women and those who identify as women 
at significantly higher rates. Consequently, this 
systemic issue manifests globally – hence also 

in Finland – most visibly through higher rates 
of intimate partner and sexual violence against 
women. The imagery of gender-based violence 
occurs and reoccurs in long art historical con-
tinuities, and is inseparable from the structural 
societal problems, questions of gender inequality, 
and human rights violations. Representations of 
violence are deeply intertwined with questions 
of power, gender, corporeality, and the politics 
of the gaze. However, the visual representations 
and interpretations offered here also importantly 
enable change, opening up alternative ways of 
seeing and feeling.

This issue is produced in collaboration with 
the research project “Artivism on Edges – Art, 
Activism, and Gendered Violence”, funded by 
the Kone Foundation (2022–2026). The project, 
together with the articles in this issue, focuses 
on the question of how art, in its various crea-
tive forms, can carry political intentions – and 
also how political action can become creative. 
This is also what is meant by artivism: com-
plex, transformative entanglements of art and 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.fi
https://doi.org/10.23995/9c163282


1/2026 5

activism. One of the aims of the “Artvism on 
Edges” research project has been to develop 
arts-based approaches for creating, writing 
about, and exploring art, activism, and experi-
ences of gender-based violence in Finland and 
Spain. Finland and Spain were selected as the 
focus countries for the project because both 
countries have some of the highest rates of 
violence against women in Europe. Also, their 
respective locations on the opposite geographi-
cal and cultural edges of Europe add interesting 
variety in relation to the artistic expression. 
For example, the strong presence of women 
street artists in Spain and their activist artistic 
practices have been of particular interest to the 
project. Acknowledging this, the special issue 
at hand provides analysis of Spanish activist art 
of recent decades, yet it also includes inquiry, 

review and commentary both on historical and 
contemporary art beyond that specific location, 
in Finnish, Sámi, and Franco-American con-
texts, for example. The case studies explored in 
this special issue demonstrate the diverse forms 
of activist and politically transformative art as 
the contributors examine art ranging from an 
artist’s book, painting, literature and short film 
to photographic, performance and video art. All 
authors were invited to participate in the issue 
through an open call with the exception of edito-
rial team members and project researcher-artists 
Mari Mäkiranta and Jonna Tolonen.

This special issue opens with Laura Mercader-
Amigó’s article that studies feminist artistic 
practices in Spain between 2005 and 2025 in 
response to misogynistic violence. It proposes 
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an analytical framework based on ‘grammars of 
repair’. Building upon decades of feminist activ-
ism and theoretical work addressing violence 
against women from a political standpoint, the 
artistic interventions transcend mere visibility 
and denunciation, instead enacting symbolic 
and relational forms of repair to create practices 
that transform individual trauma into a shared 
experience. These practices foster ethical listen-
ing and assert political agency. By situating these 
practices within the broader context of Spanish 
feminist politics, the article emphasises their 
ability to render loss visible, acknowledge harm, 
and redistribute responsibility from the individ-
ual to the collective, thereby demonstrating the 
potential of art as a mechanism for social and 
symbolic repair.

Next, Laia Manonelles Moner’s article exam-
ines Niki de Saint Phalle’s artist’s book Mon 
secret alongside her series of performances Tirs 
(1961–1963) and the experimental film Daddy 
(1972). These works are placed in dialogue with 
other creations by the Franco-American artist 
that address sexist and racist violence embedded 
in patriarchal structures, challenge established 
gender roles, and advocate for the need to 
rethink, imagine, and embody alternative rep-
resentations and narratives. The article explores 
– through a selection of representative works by 
Saint Phalle – how artistic practice can operate 
as a political and activist tool, drawing attention 
to and denouncing gender-based violence, while 
simultaneously initiating processes of individual 
and collective reparation.

Together these two articles open up not only 
new and sensitive methodological approaches to 
analysing gendered violence, but also important 
perspectives on the societal impact of art. From 
the perspective of the “Artvism on Edges” pro-
ject, the contributions provide valuable insight 
into one of the project’s central questions: how 
the dynamics of gender-based violence can be 
understood through art, and how different ways 
of writing, listening, and analysing can function 

as forms of activism – creating ethically sound 
ways of discussing and analysing gender-based 
violence and art.

In their contribution, Mari Mäkiranta and Jonna 
Tolonen reflect on the exhibition that they curat-
ed as part of the ”Artivism on Edges” project at 
the Valo Gallery, Rovaniemi in the end of 2026. 
The article “Hearing the Silence: Exhibition as a 
Place for Dismantling the Imagery of Violence”, 
analyses selected works from the group exhi-
bition that attempted engage with the public 
audience on questions related to gender-based, 
intimate partner, and sexual violence against 
both women and trans people. Through exam-
ples covering photography, installation and video 
the authors underline how the artists partaking 
in the exhibition created alternatives to violent 
cultural imagery. The artworks also brought 
to the fore many problems and issues that are 
still part of our societies, such as addressing 
the importance of developing the policies on 
gender-based violence among Sámi women, 
revealing how exclusion and erasure function as 
forms of institutional violence, and improving 
the documentation within criminal systems on 
hate-motivated crimes.

The imagery where violence towards women is 
visible or where violence and women are other-
wise related in the canons of Western art have 
been analysed since the beginnings of the fem-
inist art history in 1970s and its establishment 
in the 1980s and 1990s onwards. This special 
issue offers two contributions in each of which 
canonical, mythological or legendary stories, 
containing representations of violence towards 
women, receive a local, Northern reference. 

First, Hilla Männikkö’s essay studies a popular 
portrait of Beatrice Cenci (1577–1599), whose 
story gained a status of a legend during the 
Romantic era, and one of the copies of which 
is in the collection of Finnish National Gallery. 
According to the title of the essay, this is a case 
of “Violence of a Nonviolent Painting”. In the 
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portrait, the woman has no visible marks of 
violence on her, other than the melancholic ex-
pression that might relate to suffering. Beatrice 
Cenci was an Italian noblewoman, “an innocent 
beauty”, who became a Gothic heroine because 
of her tragic story: she was executed for the 
murder of her abusive, violent father. In the 
essay, Männikkö connects Cenci’s portrait to the 
Western imagery of suffering women that has 
not only normalised violence but eroticised its 
victims. As part of this tradition, she mentions 
the (rape) of the Sabine women, which was a 
common subject in early modern tapestries, 
that Ida Madsén examines in her contribution. 
Madsén’s commentary takes us to the world of 
“weaving power”, and explains how the early 
modern tapestries of the Sabine women nor-
malised gendered violence, while producing 
imagery of female sovereignty: in the myth-
ological foundation of Rome, the rape of the 
Sabine women became a narrative of heroic and 
political legitimacy rather than a representation 
of violence. Taking the feminist claim that the 
violence apparent in the imagery of the Sabine 
women was neutralised through material rich-
ness and ornamental framing of the tapestries 
as her starting point, Madsen focuses on a 
tapestry on display in Kalmar Castle in Sweden. 
Together, the contributions by Männikkö and 
Madsen show how widespread and far-reaching 
these “classical” violent imagery were and are, 
and also how further (feminist) readings and 
also fact-based research on the topic are still 
needed.

In this issue, alongside with critical and historical 
reflections on the gendered structures of violence 
in art and visual culture, multiple artists’ work 
addresses, exposes, resists, and makes visible 
experiences of abuse, oppression, and trauma 
that are still often silenced in mainstream art 
history and the canons of Western art. Often 
radical in its aims, activist art, or artivism, seeks 
new forms of expression while bringing together 
communities, spaces, and critical voices, and 
is therefore deeply connected to questions of 

power and knowledge. Here, we would like to 
extend the work of artivism to include creative 
forms of art and art history writing, with which 
our contributors have tackled issues of gendered 
violence in visual culture. Following this line 
of thinking, artivism that this issue offers, is 
shaped by the perspectives of researchers, art-
ists, activists, and different communities, with 
the aim of engaging with personal and political 
aims connected to oppression, resistance, and 
empowerment. As a creative practice, these 
engagements may take radical, subtle, tentative, 
experimental, and exploratory forms. At times, 
as demonstrated by the articles in this issue, they 
may explicitly contribute to broader social or 
disciplinary change or directly remind us that 
human rights violations are at stake. At other 
times, they operate through slow and almost im-
perceptible movements and forms of influence. 
We hope that the different modes and degrees 
of activism offered by the contributions in this 
issue will encourage and inspire further work in 
the field.

***

We extend our warmest thanks to all the schol-
ars, artists, and peer reviewers involved in the 
making of this special issue. Your creative read-
ings of the artworks and your careful analyses 
have opened up perspectives on vulnerability, 
but also on the forms of resistance that art and 
research make possible. Without you – including 
the readers – our voices could not be heard as 
strongly or as agents of change.
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