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41/2026 EDITORIAL

Preface: Art, Activism, 
and Gendered Violence
Mari Mäkiranta, Jonna Tolonen & Katve-Kaisa Kontturi

doi.org/10.23995/ 9c163282

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
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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 

Images 1 & 2. Mari Mäkiranta What Remains Between Us: Domestic Portraits I–II from the series What Remains 
Between Us: Domestic Portraits I–IV, 2025–ongoing, inkjet prints. All rights reserved.
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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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Grammars of Repair
Feminist Artistic Practices in Response to Misogynistic 
Violence in Spain (2005–2025)

Laura Mercader-Amigó

doi.org/10.23995/1n15yj13

This article examines feminist artistic practices in Spain between 2005 and 
2025 in response to misogynistic violence. It proposes an analytical framework 
based on ‘grammars of repair’. Building upon decades of feminist activism and 
theoretical work addressing violence against women from a political stand-
point, these artistic interventions transcend mere visibility and denunciation, 

instead enacting symbolic and relational forms of repair. Three operations recur throughout 
the framework: creating spaces for mourning and collective memory, activating testimonial 
voices and symptom communities, and publicly recognising harm alongside collective re-
sponsibility. Through performances, installations, videos and participatory projects, artists 
such as Alicia Framis, María Acha-Kutscher, Maribel Doménech, Gema Rupérez, Esther 
Ferrer, Mireia Sallarès, Eulàlia Valldosera, Núria Güell, Sara Berga, Sandra Paula Fernández 
and Yolanda Domínguez create practices that transform individual trauma into a shared ex-
perience. These practices foster ethical listening and assert political agency. These works 
intervene in symbolic, spatial and social orders, challenging heteropatriarchal structures 
while generating new forms of community, memory and political awareness. By situating 
these practices within the broader context of Spanish feminist politics, the article empha-
sises their ability to render loss visible, acknowledge harm, and redistribute responsibility 
from the individual to the collective, thereby demonstrating the potential of art as a mech-
anism for social and symbolic repair.

Keywords grammars of repair, Spanish feminist art, misogynistic violence, symbolic repair, 
testimonial voice, collective memory

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.fi
https://doi.org/10.23995/1n15yj13


101/2026

Introduction 

In recent decades, misogynistic violence has 
become increasingly visible in legal, political and 
cultural discourse on a global scale. This is not a 
spontaneous process, but rather the result of sus-
tained political work by the feminist movement 
since the 1970s. This work was later reinforced by 
social media, which became a key infrastructure 
for circulating testimony and narratives (Solnit 
2018, 103–105). Theorists have also developed 
frameworks that provide these forms of violence 
with political and social meaning. They interpret 
these forms of violence as structural effects of 
power and mechanisms that sustain the hetero
patriarchal order (De Miguel 2005).

In practice, mobilisations and advocacy cam-
paigns have brought misogynistic violence to 
the centre of the public sphere. This has broken 
the silence that ensures impunity and exposed 
what Carole Pateman (1995) conceptualises as 
the ‘sexual contract’ between men.

However, despite the success of the “battle over 
narrative” (Cigarini 2019) and the increased 
visibility and theoretical rigour achieved in 
recent decades, there has been no correspond-
ing displacement of the symbolic order that 
sustains violence, nor interruption to the logics 
and structures that perpetuate its repetition. As 
Françoise Collin (1995) warned, advances in law, 
institutions or social customs achieved by femi-
nism remain fragile if they are not accompanied 
by sustained work in the symbolic realm.

In this context, the article analyses how the focus 
of artistic practices addressing misogynistic vio-
lence in Spain has shifted since the early 2000s. 
Rather than merely seeking visibility, offering 
representational critique or reactive denuncia-
tion, these practices now challenge heteropatri-
archal logic by carrying out symbolic processes 
to repair individual and collective trauma. These 
projects involve processes of recognition, resig-
nification and subjective restitution, influencing 

regimes of visibility, memory, testimony and 
acknowledgement of harm and shifting respon-
sibility from the individual to the collective 
level. In feminist art, invoking ‘grammar’ shifts 
attention from the content of the artwork or 
the artist’s identity towards the conditions that 
ensure its legibility and symbolic effectiveness 
– towards how it generates meaning rather than 
what it represents. It is within this shift that I 
introduce the concept of ‘grammars of repair’.

Symbolic Operations of the 
Grammars of Repair
This article uses the concept of ‘grammars of 
repair’ as a framework for interpreting a selection 
of works created in Spain between 2005 and 2025. 
The collection features performances, installa-
tions, videos and collaborative or participatory 
projects by artists including Alicia Framis, María 
Acha-Kutscher, Maribel Doménech, Gema 
Rupérez, Esther Ferrer, Mireia Sallarès, Eulàlia 
Valldosera, Núria Güell, Sara Berga, Sandra 
Paula Fernández and Yolanda Domínguez. 
Here, ‘Spain’ is strictly defined as a territorial 
and geographical framework of circulation and 
reception, moving beyond identitarian readings. 
Consequently, the corpus encompasses practices 
developed within the Spanish state by artists 
from diverse backgrounds (e.g. Acha-Kutscher), 
as well as works by Spanish artists produced 
abroad that have been circulated or exhibited 
within the national context (e.g. Sallarès and 
Güell).

This selection brings together artists from differ-
ent generations and with varying levels of insti-
tutional recognition. Esther Ferrer’s established 
career, Alicia Framis’s international prestige, and 
Sandra Paula Fernández’s emerging activism are 
considered equally important, as the focus is on 
how the works operate in relation to the trans-
versal phenomenon of misogynistic violence, 
rather than on intersections of age, status, or 
public visibility. Here, the work is understood 
as a device that intervenes in the symbolic field, 
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activating processes of recognition and com-
munities of meaning within a shared political 
moment and making trauma socially intelligible.

The aim is to identify symbolic strategies that 
address the effects of trauma, rather than its 
resolution, by displacing the logic of violence 
in favour of a reparative focus. This is a rela-
tively underexplored field in Spanish academia. 
Drawing on reparative practices in contexts of 
armed conflict, the framework identifies three 
recurring operations: mourning and collective 
memory; testimonial voices and symptom com-
munities; and the public recognition of harm 
and collective responsibility. Together, these 
operations demonstrate how loss can be made 
visible and transformed into political action, 
reframing it as a shared ethical concern.

Grammars of repair do not seek to stabilise vio-
lence or translate it into narrative form. Instead, 
they operate as a symbolic and relational practice 
that reshapes who can speak, who is heard and 
how responsibility and memory are construct-
ed. These are not legal or economic measures, 
but symbolic processes that acknowledge the 
temporality of trauma and its resistance to rep-
resentation (Caruth 1996, 4–5). This implies that 
repair involves maintaining a relationship with 
the wound, rather than confining it within a fixed 
narrative (Herman 2004, 322–323). Inscribing 
these practices within the feminist tradition of 
political art, as defined by Suzanne Lacy (1995) 
– with its shift from object to process, from insti-
tutional spaces to the street, and from individual 
authorship to collective forms – and within the 
‘cycle’ of interventions by US artists of the 1970s 
against misogynistic violence (Fryd 2019, 1), 
accounts for the adaptation and hybridisation 
of this Anglo-American theoretical framework 
in the Spanish context.

From this dual symbolic and political standpoint, 
the grammars of repair operate as reordering 
mechanisms that facilitate the development of 
communities based on attentive listening and 

shared responsibility. They are more valuable 
for their capacity to reconfigure the field of vi-
olence and its imaginaries than for institutional 
translation or scalability. As Rancière (2014) 
suggests, this involves redistributing what is 
perceived, said and heard, thereby keeping the 
question of responsibility open where narrative 
or institutional closure would otherwise prevail. 
Public appearance is thus understood as an oper-
ation that produces a ‘space of appearance’ in the 
Arendtian sense, rather than as a location – be it a 
museum, gallery, or street (Arendt 2006). A work 
‘appears’ when it generates an effect of displace-
ment, regardless of the location of its exhibition.

Feminist Politics on Misogynistic 
Violence in Spain
These artistic practices emerged during two 
pivotal periods in Spanish feminist politics in 
relation to misogynistic violence. These periods 
were instrumental in shaping social norms, 
meanings, and frameworks of visibility. The 
first of these moments was primarily legislative 
in nature and culminated in the enactment of 
Organic Law 1/2004 on Integrated Protection 
Measures against Gender Violence. This law 
recognises misogynistic violence as a social and 
political issue of the utmost importance and 
establishes a discursive and institutional frame-
work that facilitates its public recognition and 
structural conceptualisation. This framework 
also enables the development of prevention and 
intervention strategies. This process was preced-
ed by a gradual increase in visibility during the 
1980s and 1990s. This was driven by pressure 
from civil society and the feminist movement, 
legal reforms and media coverage of high-profile 
cases, such as the murders of Miriam, Toñi and 
Desirée in Alcàsser and the case of Ana Orantes. 
These cases contributed to shifting misogynistic 
violence from the private sphere to the public 
domain (Fernández Díaz-Cabal 2019, 14).

The second moment retains a significant legal 
dimension but primarily unfolds in the public 
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sphere through social mobilisation, revealing 
the relationship between civic pressure and 
normative transformation. Legally speaking, 
the 2014 ratification of the Istanbul Convention 
broadened the definition of gender violence 
to encompass more than just intimate partner 
violence. The 2017 State Pact against Gender 
Violence consolidated political and institutional 
consensus, while the 2022 Organic Law on the 
Comprehensive Guarantee of Sexual Freedom 
introduced the obligation of symbolic reparation 
for women victimised by the state. Meanwhile, 
global feminism has been reactivated in the 
public sphere, which is heavily mediated by 
social networks, and debates on intersectionality, 
racialisation, and critiques of hegemonic white 
feminism have gained ground (Galdón Corbella 
2020).

Mass feminist mobilisations, such as the State 
March against Machista Violence in 2015, in 
dialogue with the Ni Una Menos movement, 
have consolidated a transnational movement 
that culminated in the 8 March 2018 and 2019 
feminist strikes. A turning point within this 
cycle is the 2016 Pamplona gang rape case and 
the public response to the initial judicial clas-
sification of the case. This gave rise to slogans 
such as “sister, I believe you”, “it’s not abuse, it’s 
rape”, and the hashtag #Cuéntalo (2018), which 
created an emotional and political archive of 
shared testimony in the #MeToo era. From a 
reparative perspective, these slogans function as 
performative language that transforms fear into 
collective power and turns testimony into a tool 
of symbolic repair.

Spaces of Mourning and 
Collective Memory
To understand the processes of mourning and 
the creation of memory spaces for women mur-
dered due to misogynistic violence, it is impor-
tant to grasp the interrelation between collective 
memory and historical memory. As Maurice 
Halbwachs (2004, 26) observes, collective 

memory shapes the political and cultural iden-
tity of groups, influencing the ways in which 
individuals remember. According to Pierre Nora 
(2008), sites of memory – whether material or 
immaterial – are places where memory and 
the collective imagination converge to produce 
recognition.

Feminism has politicised mourning by demand-
ing that murders resulting from misogynistic 
violence be collectively grieved. This challenges 
the hierarchy of grief that determines which lives 
are recognised as worthy of mourning and which 
are excluded from the public narrative (Butler 
2009, 46). This hierarchy reveals that memory is 
not neutral: what is remembered and mourned 
shapes history and defines the boundaries of 
social recognition.

In this context, moments of silence, introduced in 
Spain in 2003 in response to femicides, function 
as a ritualised form of public mourning. Having 
originated in feminist activism, they were later 
institutionalised and turned silence into a collec-
tive expression of trauma. From the perspective 
of the grammars of repair, this gesture does not 
provide an explanation or narrative closure; 
rather, it makes loss visible without assimilating 
it. Although it is a symbolic form of repair, it 
remains limited without structural change and 
sustained attention to women’s voices.

Similarly, artistic projects engaging with the 
memory of murdered women not only com-
memorate them but also reshape how loss is 
understood. They articulate the relation between 
absence and presence, turning pain into a shared 
experience. Through rituals, images, and per-
formative devices, these practices make previ-
ously invisible lives visible, activating processes 
of recognition and symbolic repair and shifting 
individual memory into collective memory.

This concept is embodied in Alicia Framis’ collab-
orative performance, Secret Strike: Five Minutes 
of Silence, Archive of a Moment. Presented at the 
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Centre d’Art La Panera in Lleida on 25 November 
2005, it formed part of the International Day for 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women. 
Without warning, a pedestrian crossing on one 
of the city’s busiest streets was transformed into 
a site of mourning – hence the designation of 
a “secret strike”. One hundred women dressed 
in everyday clothes and wearing red gloves to 
symbolise blood and crime remained motionless 
to evoke women murdered by their partners.

The crossing is an ordinary yet highly significant 
space; it regulates movement and is governed 
by rules, timing, and hierarchies. According to 
Michel de Certeau (2000, 128–129), a normal-
ised place becomes a space through practice – 
through walking, hesitating, running, stopping, 
or disobeying. Framis proposes the pedestrian 
crossing as a site for negotiating the body in 
the city, where everyday practice reveals bodily 
vulnerability. It is no coincidence that many 
accidents and assaults occur there. During the 
five minutes of silence, car horns sounded, turn-
ing the crossing into a place of tension between 
regulation and risk.

According to Dolores Hayden (1995, 9–25), 
everyday urban spaces are rarely monumen-
talised, despite embodying social relations and 
lived histories excluded from official public 
memory. However, the crosswalk is associated 
with accidents, deaths, fear and the power re-
lations between people. It is an everyday space 
laden with experience that is excluded from 
public memory. The performance exemplifies 
this logic: one hundred women interrupt traffic 
without revealing their faces, bodies, or personal 
stories. This protects the individuals involved 
while making their shared experience visible. The 
absence of the body and the fragmentation of the 
text prevent the direct narration of trauma, so 
the crossing becomes a form of memory without 
a monument.

This is the secret of symbolic repair: it neither 
resolves nor explicitly denounces, yet it brings 

to the fore that which would normally be over-
looked. In doing so, it transforms an everyday 
space into a site for political, social and poetic 
reflection on vulnerability, memory and the 
body. No monument or explicit representation 
is required, but the space can be artistically ac-
tivated through disruption to rhythm, silence, 
pauses or traces.

Bellas Durmientes (2007–2012) by María Acha-
Kutscher is a community-based political art pro-
ject linked to Organic Law 1/2004. The project 
aimed to raise awareness of women who had 
been murdered due to misogynistic violence and 
to facilitate symbolic healing through collective 
participation.

Participants, including artists, collectives and 
activists, placed stickers containing information 
about each murdered woman on various objects, 
scenes or artistic actions. This created a collec-
tive, fragmented archive. These interventions 
were photographed and exhibited online and 
in galleries, enabling individuals who had not 
experienced the violence first-hand to symbol-
ically process the trauma in line with Marianne 
Hirsch’s (2021, 17–18) concept of ‘postmemory’.

Adopting Pierre Nora’s (2008) idea that objects 
and images can serve as memory devices, mate-
rialising the past and establishing a connection 
with it, the stickers function as distributed, 
non-monumental memorials. They symbolise 
the absence of the women murdered and 
encourage conversation between the past and 
the present. In contrast to Alicia Framis’s more 
immediate and situational Secret Strike, Bellas 
Durmientes is archival and participatory. Both 
works aim to achieve symbolic repair and ac-
tivate collective memory without the need for 
a monument. The title offers a critical reading 
of Charles Perrault’s fairy tale Sleeping Beauty. 
The pink backgrounds of the stickers starkly 
contrast with the illustration of a bed and an 
inscription containing a number linked to each 
murdered woman, alongside the date and cause 
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of her death. The additional information – the 
name, age, date and cause of death – serves two 
purposes. On the one hand, the name and age 
restore the murdered woman’s identity, and on 
the other, the date and cause of death shift the 
focus towards the perpetrator, creating a collec-
tive memory and sense of responsibility.

Maribel Doménech’s ephemeral installation 
Vidas interrumpidas (2008), realised at the 
Calvary of Sagunt, employs the same process of 
dignifying murdered women. The artist invites 
viewers to follow an individual or collective 
route through the chapels of the Stations of the 
Cross. She has incorporated red LED lights into 
the cypress trees to evoke wounds and violence 
and has added texts combining fragments of 
Organic Law 1/2004 with the words of women 
subjected to violence (Galán 2015, 234). This 
transforms an everyday, historically significant 
space into a place of presence and absence, cre-
ating a contemporary ritual combining silence, 
the body and memory.

According to Taylor (2012, 53), Doménech’s 
work incorporates the grieving process and 
celebrates life, thus transforming the Calvari 
into a ‘ritual time’ in which the rupture of trau-
matic experience is realised without the need for 
direct representation. Silent rituals and spaces 
of symbolic absence facilitate the expression of 
grief without the need for explicit depictions of 
trauma (Sturken 1997). This creates a shared 
emotional and social context that preserves the 
memory of murdered women. In this way, the 
Calvari liturgy, which is traditionally associated 
with collective memory and participation, is 
given a contemporary twist: art transforms vul-
nerability into visibility, absence into symbolic 
presence and trauma into a shared experience. 
This encourages participants and audiences to 
bear witness, rendering a monument or explicit 
narrative unnecessary.

Another example of how murdered women are 
dignified and made visible is Máculas (2016) 

by Gema Rupérez. The work uses white hand-
kerchiefs folded into triangles and sequentially 
numbered to create a space of collective remem-
brance; each one represents a woman killed by 
misogynistic violence in Spain. With each new 
murder, the number increases, turning the piece 
into an open archive that denounces the struc-
tural continuity of violence.

From a feminist perspective, Máculas shifts 
attention away from institutional frameworks 
that reduce violence to statistics, toward a 
symbolic and affective register. Visual repetition 
foregrounds what administrative language neu-
tralises: each handkerchief becomes a mácula, 
a mark signalling both the absence of a body 
and the persistence of unresolved social harm. 
This repetition produces a sensory experience 
that counters the individualisation of crime 
and situates misogynistic violence within what 
Rita Segato (2018) describes as expressive and 
pedagogical violence, aimed at reinforcing pa-
triarchal control over women’s bodies.

The installation also creates a space for mourn-
ing, where the white handkerchief – traditionally 
associated with care and lament – enables shared 
remembrance. As a secular ritual, it allows grief 
to be expressed and sustained without requiring 
causal or judicial resolution, fostering commu-
nity and preventing memory from dissolving 
into institutional oblivion.

The whiteness of the handkerchiefs is central 
to this process. While associated with purity, 
visibility and redemption, it has also historically 
functioned as a mechanism of control over wom-
en’s bodies (Cirlot 1971; Morgan 1991). Rupérez 
mobilises this ambivalence to expose a system 
that demands purity while perpetuating subju-
gation. The mácula, as stain, does not mark guilt 
but harm: it shifts stigma from the victim’s body 
to the symbolic order that enables her death.

Through numbering, repetition and material 
presence, each handkerchief asserts symbolic 
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recognition for an absent body. In this way, 
Máculas articulates a feminist grammar of 
repair that makes violence visible, sustains 
memory, and reframes it as a matter of collective 
responsibility.

Esther Ferrer’s 2016 installation, 109 Chairs, 
Table and Mannequin, transforms cold statistical 
data on murdered women into a tangible space 
of remembrance. Presented at the Entre Líneas 
y Cosas exhibition at the Tomás y Valiente Arts 
Centre in Madrid, the piece creates a communal 
space akin to Gema Rupérez’s work, but it focus-
es on spatial relationships and absences rather 
than the repetition of symbols (Ferrer 2017).

The installation features a clear formal economy, 
comprising 109 empty folding chairs, a table and 
a mannequin, which are arranged within the 
exhibition space. It is inspired by the fact that 
109 women were murdered in Spain in 2015. 
This figure is represented by a constellation of 
everyday objects that serve as symbolic substi-
tutes for the missing bodies.

Each empty chair represents a murdered woman 
and the absence she leaves behind. This loss 
becomes almost tangible; the chairs cannot 
replace the lives of the women murdered, but 
they do signify the void left behind. They invite 
viewers to sit in them and experience the space 
and temporality of remembrance. The artist 
presents the truth in its rawest form, without 
embellishment, creating a landscape of absence 
and disruption. The repetition emphasises the 
structural dimensin of violence: it is not one 
void, but many, and they weigh upon the space 
and the body of anyone who traverses it.

The table and mannequin introduce relational 
tension, evoking a domestic or social scenario 
disrupted by the absence of real bodies. The 
mannequin, holding a banner displaying in-
formation about the 109 women, functions as a 
spectral presence, emphasising dehumanisation 
and the inability to replace the loss. Ferrer’s 

strategy of suggested presences shifts the focus 
to the collective impact of violence, inviting the 
audience to engage with the space of remem-
brance and measure the void. This allows them 
to construct an ethical and political experience.

As with other contemporary memorials ad-
dressing misogynistic violence, Ferrer employs 
the concept of implied presence. This shifts 
the viewer’s attention towards the collective 
impact of violence. Rather than observing the 
murdered women directly, the viewer occupies 
their memory, recognises the void, and takes on 
an ethical responsibility in the face of absence. 
The empty chair serves as a form of symbolic 
protest, revealing a collective truth rather than 
denouncing an individual case. In the piece Silla 
Zaj (1974), the artist invited participants to sit in 
a chair ‘until death do us part’; in this case, death 
has already separated them. This piece creates a 
secular memorial, bringing grief into the public 
sphere and transforming memory into a critical 
tool. It also frames misogynistic violence as a 
political issue.

Testimonial Voices and Symptom 
Communities
Memory spaces breathe life into silence, trans-
forming it into an active, performative force. 
Rather than being an absence of speech, silence 
becomes a tool that renders loss visible and 
enables living memory. In the analysed works, it 
creates a safe space that enables the community 
to process grief and take on shared symbolic re-
sponsibility (Sturken 2004). Far from preventing 
meaning from emerging, this silence paves the 
way for the testimonial voice to emerge, forming 
the core of the second symbolic process within 
the grammars of repair.

From this perspective, the testimonial voice trans-
forms private experience into political action, in 
line with Arendt (2006) and the feminist idea that 
‘the personal is political’. According to Adriana 
Cavarero (2005, 21–30), the voice reveals the 
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singularity and vulnerability of the subject. It does 
not aim to reconstruct a complete narrative, but 
rather to open a space in which the narrative can 
emerge in the form of ink, embroidery, gestures 
or the body, even if only in fragmentary form. 
This dimension also implies an ethical relation-
ship: once uttered, the voice addresses others, 
generating an obligation to listen and respond, 
and creating bonds and communities of shared 
attentiveness (Butler 2009).

Trauma studies understand pain not as a closed 
event but as a process that persists through 
silences and intergenerational transmission 
(Freud 1992; Abraham & Török 2005; Caruth 
1996). Within this framework, Silvia Lippi’s 
(2023, 155–163) notion of the ‘community of the 
symptom’ conceptualises trauma as a collective 
configuration that emerges when suffering 
exceeds individual capacity and reveals a frac-
ture in the social bond — formed not through 
identity or shared experience, but through the 
relationship between symptoms that express 
shared structural harm. Testimonial practices 
therefore operate through recognition and the 
activation of shared responsibility, grounded in 
an ethics of listening rather than proof, as in the 
legal sphere.

In this context, Las muertes chiquitas (2006–
2015) by Mireia Sallarès takes centre stage, 
shifting the focus of testimony away from overt 
harm and towards an issue often overlooked 
in discussions of misogynistic violence: female 
sexual pleasure. As the title – a colloquial 
Mexican term for female orgasms – suggests, 
the project’s overarching theme is the orgasm. 
This resonates with the notion of la petite mort 
as a metaphor for pleasure and the momentary 
loss of consciousness or control.

This shift does not imply a departure from the 
subject of violence; rather, it reveals a struc-
tural dimension: the control of pleasure as a 
fundamental mechanism of heteropatriarchal 
domination over feminised bodies. As Andrea 

Dworkin (1988, 13–28) observed, female 
sexuality is a primary site for the regulation of 
patriarchal power. The testimonies collected by 
Sallarès demonstrate how misogynistic violence 
– whether through rape, control, domination, 
or murder – seeks to systematically negate or 
appropriate female pleasure.

Drawing on over thirty testimonies from women 
of different ages, social backgrounds and life ex-
periences, the project creates a collective archive 
of voices that challenges the notion of a single 
narrative of desire. It highlights the divisions, 
silences and contradictions within this narrative. 
In this sense, Las muertes chiquitas establishes 
an authentic community of the symptom (Lippi 
2023), which is based not on a singular trau-
matic experience, but on the recognition of a 
collective unease concerning the body, pleasure 
and sexuality. These issues have historically been 
subject to control and symbolic violence. This 
situates the project within a feminist tradition 
that has long argued that separating sexuality 
from procreation is key to liberation (Rich 1996).

The project’s political force lies not only in the 
content of the testimonies, but also in the cre-
ation of a sustained listening space that moves 
the female voice away from the individualising 
logic of confession. Testimony ceases to function 
as a private or exceptional narrative, becoming 
collective material capable of generating recog-
nition, sisterhood, and political awareness. The 
testimonial voice operates as a form of expres-
sion that fosters connections and community.

In this sense, the project demonstrates how 
testimony can provide symbolic healing by re-
storing the capacity to articulate, listen to, and 
share experiences that have been systematically 
silenced. By making female pleasure audible, 
as well as the interruptions to it caused by 
violence, fear or control, Las muertes chiquitas 
shifts the focus from the narrative of trauma to 
the structural conditions that produce it. This 
empowers women politically and establishes the 
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body and sexuality as legitimate sites of feminist 
intervention.

At the core of the project is a five-hour, fea-
ture-length documentary accompanied by 
photographic portraits of the participants, as 
well as a book of the same name (Sallarès 2019). 
This book integrates testimonies, images, and 
theoretical texts into a polyphonic narrative. 
Rather than fixing identities or stabilising desire, 
the portraits present the body as a living archive 
of experience, traversed by history, violence, and 
pleasure (Jones 1988, 45–70).

Consumer society, which has perfected mech-
anisms to neutralize voices of discomfort, 
pain, and violence, constitutes the conceptual 
framework of Eulàlia Valldosera’s installation 
Interactive Bottles (Forever Living Products #3) 
(2008). The work operates on two symbolic 
levels that, through interaction, transform the 
visitor’s position.

Firstly, a collection of empty household product 
containers, including cleaning products, hygiene 
products, cosmetics and household goods, are 
displayed on pedestals. These containers serve 
as symbolic remnants of care work and the 
everyday labour of women within neoliberal 
systems. These objects serve as mnemonic 
triggers and containers of memory, desire, and 
subjective projections. As Marita Sturken (1997, 
19) notes, memory is not merely the retrieval of 
the past; it is also constructed and reactivated 
through objects and representations that bring 
recollections to life in the present.

Secondly, each bottle incorporates a technologi-
cal device that records the testimonies of women 
who have experienced labour, sexual or power-
related abuse. These voices are only activated in 
the presence of a listener, thereby transforming 
the everyday object into an ephemeral space of 
enunciation, in which speech takes on meaning 
only within the context of public reception and 
generates a community of listeners.

A single bottle turns the logic on its head: here, 
listening becomes speaking without an audi-
ence. The message exists only while it is being 
uttered, disappearing immediately afterwards 
without leaving a trace. Speaking thus becomes 
a performative act, shaping the consciousness 
and body of the speaker, and highlighting the 
intimate force of testimony as an immediate 
political practice.

When visitors record their own voices, they take 
on the role of listener, entering a cycle of trans-
mitting and reacting to trauma that connects 
individual and collective experience. In this 
sense, the piece encapsulates feminist theories 
of performativity. For example, Butler’s (2009, 
35–60) idea that language produces subjectivity 
and relations of power, and Cavarero’s (2005, 
21–30) notion that the voice is a relational 
event capable of transforming the speaker, even 
in the absence of an audience. In Interactive 
Bottles, speech without a receiver embodies the 
performative nature of language, demonstrating 
its ability to transform the speaker’s subjectivity 
and revealing the intimate and political nature 
of testimony.

The transformative power of speech is also 
evident in La Feria de las Flores (2015–2016), 
a documentary video by Núria Güell created as 
part of the Encuentro Internacional de Arte de 
Medellín. Addressing the structural dimension 
of misogynistic violence in a direct and political 
manner, the work employs collaborative and 
testimonial practices that shift the focus from 
the museum to everyday life and the trauma 
permeating the city.

The forty-two-minute documentary consists 
of a series of guided tours of the Museo de 
Antioquia’s permanent collection, which fea-
tures female figures by Fernando Botero. The 
tours are led by four young women, aged twelve 
to seventeen, who have experienced sexual ex-
ploitation in venues connected to the city’s sex 
tourism industry: Yolanda, Valentina, Jade and 
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Evelyn. What makes the project unique is that 
the guides’ own traumatic experiences structure 
the narrative and inform the interpretation of 
the artworks. Botero’s images cease to function 
as objects of formal analysis and instead become 
devices for narrative activation, enabling the 
young women to speak in the first person about 
the objectification, violence, exploitation and 
patriarchal constraints they have experienced, 
and which continue to operate structurally.

In this way, the museographic discourse is dis-
placed by an embodied and situated enunciation, 
through which knowledge is derived from lived 
experience rather than from art history. Speaking 
becomes a form of symbolic reappropriation and 
subjective transformation, turning the museum 
into a space for confronting real violence. 
Addressing an audience of tourists, visitors, and 
authorities – who may be potential exploiters 
– turns the speakers’ personal memory into an 
act of collective denunciation. In this way, the 
testimonial voice becomes an ethical and politi-
cal gesture of visibility and symbolic reparation.

Speaking about one’s own experience through a 
work of art constitutes a mediated or interposed 
voice, in which the medium sustains the fragmen-
tation inherent in trauma without neutralising 
its testimonial force. Symbolic media facilitate 
the circulation of the memory of pain and its 
transformation into shared memory. Similarly, 
Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub (1992, 57–62) 
view testimony as a relational act that can only 
be realised fully when an active listener is willing 
to take responsibility for what is heard.

As in Las muertes chiquitas, Güell creates a space for 
testimony through an ethics of care and respectful 
listening. This approach recognises the young 
women as subjects of speech and knowledge, not 
merely as women victimized. As Laia Manonelles 
(2022) notes, Yolanda’s testimony demonstrates 
the reparative dimension of listening: speaking 
alleviates harm, enables public recognition of it 
and prevents denial. Listening thus becomes a 

prerequisite for testimony and a key element in 
the symbolic reparation of sexual violence.

The final two initiatives that I analyse within the 
framework of the second action of the grammars 
of repair are Home, Hard, Sweet Home (2016) by 
Sara Berga and #VivasNosQueremos #Cuéntalo 
(2019) by Sandra Paula Fernández. Like Güell’s 
project, these initiatives employ reparative sym-
bolic devices, such as the interposed testimonial 
voice, an ethics of listening and the formation of 
a community of the symptom. It is the latter that 
I consider to be a key mechanism in transform-
ing individual pain into a shared experience and 
a space of collective recognition.

Following Silvia Lippi (2023), I interpret the 
community of the symptom as a form of 
coexistence with that which cannot be recon-
ciled, rather than as a space for reconciliation. 
Unlike communities based on affirmation or 
belonging, this community is formed through 
shared vulnerability. The often interposed or 
mediated testimonial voice renders fragmented 
experiences audible without fixing them into a 
single narrative.

It is from this perspective that the installations 
by Berga and Fernández can be understood. 
Home, Hard, Sweet Home consists of a series of 
cross-stitched embroidered panels that present 
real accounts of childhood sexual abuse, includ-
ing incest. The slow, repetitive embroidery tech-
nique, traditionally associated with domesticity 
and the private sphere, is transformed into a 
political device here, underscoring the embod-
iment of inscription and turning craft practice 
into a form of material fixation of trauma.

Similarly, #VivasNosQueremos #Cuéntalo com-
prises sixty hand-embroidered panels divided 
into two sets. The first set reproduces real tweets 
from the #Cuéntalo feminist movement, which 
was initiated by Cristina Fallarás (2019) follow-
ing the ruling in the 2018 Pamplona gang rape 
case. The second set incorporates verses from the 
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choral poem Nuevas Reglas!. These texts gather 
accounts of sexual violence and abuse, as well as 
memories of murdered women, often written in 
the first person.

Both projects create a community of symptoms 
based on the connection of fragmented voices, 
absences, and remnants of experience, without 
seeking to symbolically resolve trauma. Through 
repetition, the materiality of embroidery, and 
the circulation of interrupted narratives, these 
installations activate an ethics of listening. They 
transform pain into political matter, making the 
structural nature of violence visible. This enables 
forms of recognition and collective processing 
of trauma.

Public Recognition of Harm and 
Collective Responsibility
The third symbolic operation in the grammars 
of repair involves publicly acknowledging harm 
and taking collective responsibility for it. This is 
a necessary condition for the effects of trauma 
to cease being confined to the private sphere. 
According to Herman (2004, 121), acknowledg-
ing harm involves more than merely admitting 
to it. It also means recognising its impact on 
people’s lives, validating the victim’s subjective 
experience, and providing a framework through 
which pain can be understood socially. This 
recognition must be collective. Only when 
society acknowledges and validates the harm 
can bonds of shared responsibility be formed, 
enabling symbolic repair and the reconstruction 
of social trust. The aim of repair is not to resolve 
the conflict or neutralise violence, but to create a 
space in which trauma can be acknowledged and 
incorporated into collective memory.

Since all of the analysed works respond to this 
process, albeit through different channels, this 
section will focus on the analysis of a single 
project. In each case, memory and testimony 
are inscribed within a public framework that 
demands society’s recognition of harm and 

acceptance of collective responsibility. This 
transforms the artwork into a tool for shared 
responsibility and symbolic repair.

The Hola, soy tu machismo (2018) campaign 
by Yolanda Domínguez, commissioned by the 
Directorate-General for Equality and Women 
of the Vice Presidency of the Government of 
Cantabria, concludes the survey of artistic prac-
tices operating within the grammars of repair. 
Through an educational, performative, and viral 
strategy that draws on advertising language and 
uses the media and social networks, the project 
shifts attention to the origins of misogynistic 
violence. Rather than focusing on women who 
have experienced violence, it highlights the social 
and cultural responsibility of men, presenting 
machismo as an everyday aspect of masculinity.

The video is a parody of a sanitary towel advert 
– “Hello, you don’t know me; I’m your men-
struation” – reimagined with a man in a brown 
suit greeting other men in the street. “Hello, 
you already know me. I’m your machismo”. A 
hidden camera captures the men’s spontaneous 
reactions as they initially fail to recognise ma-
chismo in themselves, until they are prompted to 
recall situations they have experienced together.

The campaign engages with Rita Segato’s (2018, 
10–30) notion of expressive violence, which 
conceptualises misogynistic violence not only as 
individual harm, but also as a symbolic language 
that produces and sustains gender hierarchies. 
Interpreted through the lens of social trauma, 
this strategy deactivates the expressive nature of 
violence, opening up a space for collective reflec-
tion that can be understood as a symbolic form 
of healing. In this way, the viewer – especially the 
male viewer – is encouraged to recognise their 
position within the system of power.

Conclusions
The analysed projects activate testimony and 
memory, directly challenging the structures that 
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perpetuate violence. In doing so, they transform 
art into a tool for public accountability, foster-
ing critical awareness and enabling symbolic 
intervention.

Political action is rooted in a variety of strate-
gies, which are frequently incorporated into a 
single piece of work. Some embrace silence and 
opacity, creating a sense of presence through 
gaps, absences and implied spaces (Framis, 
Rupérez and Ferrer). Others transfer trauma 
to the body and materiality, using bodily 
fragments, objects, and materials as tangible 
traces of pain (Doménech, Acha-Kutscher, 
Rupérez, and Ferrer). Critical repetition is also 
explored through layered sequences that reveal 
the structural persistence of violence (Rupérez, 
Ferrer, Berga, and Fernández). Another strategy 
promotes social participation by inviting audi-
ences and affected women to collaborate with 
institutions or associations, thereby fostering 
community and sustaining the healing process 
(Sallarès, Güell, Berga, and Fernández). Finally, 
all these practices establish mediation and 
ethical distance, protecting trauma from direct 
exposure and avoiding catharsis or voyeurism.

Together, these approaches articulate materiality, 
form, and narrative in order to move away from 
heteropatriarchal logic and configure systems 
capable of activating processes of recognition 
and subjective restitution for women subjected 
to violence, as well as new forms of community 
and political agency.
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Artistic creation can function as a means of processing and denouncing sex-
ual abuse, as well as raising awareness of gender-based violence with a dis-
tinctly political and activist dimension. This close interrelation between the 
personal and the political is evident in Niki de Saint Phalle’s autobiographical 
artist’s book Mon secret (1993), addressed to her daughter Laura. On the final 

page of Mon secret, Niki de Saint Phalle (1930–2002) articulates her regret at not having 
been able to disclose to her daughter Laura, during her adolescence, the sexual abuse she 
endured at the age of eleven at the hands of her father. At the same time, she expresses her 
intention to write a book designed to help children protect themselves.

This article examines 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 will 
be placed in dialogue with other creations by the Franco-American artist that address sex-
ist and racist violence embedded in patriarchal structures, challenge established gender 
roles, and advocate for the need to rethink, imagine, and embody alternative representa-
tions and narratives. This article explores – through a selection of representative works 
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Introduction 

The rape suffered at eleven years old con-
demned me to a deep isolation for a long time. 
Who could I have told? I learned to live with 
it and to survive with my secret. This forced 
solitude created in me the space necessary to 
write my first poems and to develop my interior 
life, which would later make me an artist.

I kiss you, dear Laura, with much tenderness 
and regret at not being able to speak to you 
about all this while you were a teenager. Why 
is it so difficult to speak?

I love you

Maman Niki

P.S. Prison is not the solution!

P.P. S. One day I will make a book to teach 
children how to protect themselves” (Rudick 
2022, 221)

The interrelation between the personal and 
the political constitutes the structural core of 
Mon secret (1993), the autobiographical book 
by French American artist Niki de Saint Phalle 
(1930, Neuilly-sur-Seine –2002, California), 
written in the form of a letter to her daughter 
Laura. On the final page of Mon secret, Saint 
Phalle reflects on her inability to disclose to 
her daughter, during adolescence, the sexual 
abuse she herself suffered at the age of eleven 
at the hands of her father André Marie Fal de 
Saint Phalle. She also articulates her intention 
to produce a work aimed at equipping children 
with tools to protect themselves from situations 
of sexual violence.

In Mon secret, grounded in the artist’s own 
experience, creativity emerges as an essential 
mechanism both for processing trauma and for 
denouncing such violence. The “secret” (the rape) 
is revealed, transforming the narrative into an act 

of political and activist engagement that exposes 
incest. Although the book is addressed to her 
daughter Laura, the back cover reveals that Saint 
Phalle ultimately wrote it for herself, allowing her 
inner child to speak out and cry to liberate herself 
from the tragedy that marked her life.

This article undertakes an analysis of the artist’s 
book Mon secret, situating it in dialogue with 
the series of performances Tirs (also known as 
Shooting Paintings and produced between 1961 
and 1963) and the experimental film Daddy 
(1972), which she made together with filmmak-
er Peter Whitehead. In both Tirs and Daddy, 
situated at the outset of her career, Saint Phalle 
mobilises artistic practice as an impulsive and 
visceral means of exorcising the psychic wounds 
inflicted by incest. It is therefore particularly 
significant that it was not until the early 1990s – 
three decades after these initial works – that she 
was able to articulate, in an explicit and reflective 
manner, the rapes she suffered in childhood, as 
revealed in Mon secret (1993). The article focuses 
on this long and complex process, examining 
how, at different moments in her life, the artist 
adopted distinct artistic languages to negotiate, 
externalise and ultimately confront the trauma 
that had marked her. Over time, Saint Phalle’s 
strategies evolve from cathartic, exalted, and 
violently expressive gestures to a mode of writ-
ing characterised by introspection, analytical 
distance, and narrative clarity. This trajectory 
culminates in Mon secret, a text in which she 
is finally able to name the previously unmen-
tionable and to reveal her “secret” openly and 
she forges an interrelation between the personal 
and the political. In this way, the psychiatrist and 
researcher Judith Lewis Herman, in Trauma 
and recovery (1992) written from a feminist 
perspective, exposes that speaking about incest 
break silence and denial, enabling women to 
share their stories, and unleashing a powerful, 
transformative energy through testimony. Doing 
so, survivors break family silence by returning 
shame and responsibility to the perpetrator, 
reclaiming their own healing and agency.
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The contribution of this article lies in its anal-
ysis of how Niki de Saint Phalle transforms the 
trauma of incest within her artistic practice, 
framing this process in relation to an activist 
commitment. This study addresses an approach 
that has not been examined in a sustained or 
systematic manner in existing scholarship. 
Within this framework, a selection of repre-
sentative works by Niki de Saint Phalle will be 
examined, works that confront psychic wounds, 
interrogate normative gender roles, and advo-
cate for the necessity of rethinking, imagining, 
and embodying alternative representations and 
narratives. Methodologically, this investigation 
brings these artworks into dialogue with the 
artist’s own writings (essential for analysis and 
contextualization) as well as with reflections by 
art historians, therapists, and feminist theorists. 
Such a constellation of sources enables an ex-
ploration of how artistic practice may function 
simultaneously as a dispositive for rendering 
incest visible and for initiating processes of 
reparation and subjective reconstruction. In 
this regard, Saint Phalle repeatedly stresses in 
her texts the decisive role played by artistic cre-
ation – developed through her largely selftaught 
practice1 – in negotiating her “dragons” and 
internal conflicts:

Painting put my soul – stirring chaos at ease 
and provided an organic structure to my life, 
which I was ultimately in control of. It was a 
way of taming those dragons that have appeared 
throughout my life’s work, and it helped me feel 
that I was in charge of my destiny. Without 
it, I’d rather not think about what might have 
happened to me. (Rudick 2022, 39)

1	 Within the art world of the 1960s, positioning one-
self as a self-taught artist was largely a voluntary act, 
though one that carried ideological significance.

Confronting ‘the Unspeakable’

In her autobiographical work Sad Tiger (2023), 
the French author Neige Sinno offers a retro-
spective account – written at the age of forty–
four – of the repeated rapes she endured over 
many years at the hands of her stepfather during 
childhood. Sinno underscores that, within con-
temporary Western culture, the central taboo 
does not reside in the act of rape itself – an act 
that, she notes, occurs ubiquitously – but rather 
in the public articulation, confrontation, and 
critical analysis of such violence (Sinno 2023, 
21). Combining essayistic reflection with auto-
biographical narration, the author explains that, 
for a child, the capacity to speak or seek help is 
structurally obstructed, regardless of the desire 
to do so (ibid., 156). The author engages with 
Virginia Woolf ’s reflections, particularly Woolf ’s 
assertion that trauma becomes speakable only 
once the event has been separated from the im-
mediacy of suffering (ibid., 75). Sinno is careful 
to clarify that she does not conceive of writing 
as a therapeutic practice (ibid., 83). Instead, she 
proposes that written language generates a mode 
of thought that proliferates through processes 
akin to random pollination (ibid., 180–181). In 
this sense, she positions testimony as an analyt-
ical instrument and frames autobiography as a 
means of confronting the unthinkable: a knife 
with which to dissect the world and, ultimately, 
a political act (ibid., 219).

These reflections by Sinno are particularly 
significant, as they help elucidate how Niki 
de Saint Phalle was able to write about incest 
only at a moment of vital maturity, at the age 
of sixty-one. This occurred after a long process 
of artistic praxis through which she had gradu-
ally processed and exorcised – through diverse 
modes and artistic languages – the harm she had 
endured. It is also essential to emphasise that it 
is ultimately through autobiographical writing  
– specifically in Mon Secret – that she becomes 
able to confront the previously unthinkable 
and articulate the sexual abuse that had been 
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imposed on her as an enforced “silence” by the 
perpetrator, thereby returning this experience to 
the social domain. The visceral outcries of her 
early actions (in Tirs and Daddy) culminate in 
Mon Secret, where her written testimony takes 
the form of an explicit, reflective narrative that 
directly interpellates the reader, naming and 
delineating the conflict with clarity.

At this point, it is worth recalling – as the art 
historian Laura Mercader highlights – that 
despite existing public support mechanisms for 
survivors of male violence, incest remains largely 
invisible: it does not appear in official statistics 
and is rarely addressed in the media. Child 
rape within the family continues to be silenced 
by the perpetrator, and, as Mercader stresses, 
the real taboo surrounding incest lies not in 
its commission but in its disclosure (Mercader 
2019, 11–12). In this labour of making such vi-
olence visible, Nancy Princenthal’s Unspeakable 
Acts (2019) highlights artists who confronted 
sexual violence in the 1970s, linking their work 
to feminist consciousnessraising and public 
speakouts. She contrasts the patriarchal mandate 
of ‘the unspeakable’ with these artists’ decision to 
speak, thereby challenging canonical art history’s 
tendency to aestheticise such abuses rather than 
name them directly. Regarding the representa-
tion of genderbased violence, art historian Lara 
Perry and curator Elke Krasny warn that the 
normalization of such scenes in museums allows 
these institutions to perpetuate harmful dynam-
ics (Perry & Krasny 2022, 2). Their argument 
highlights the importance of artists who counter 
these dominant representations with firstperson, 
testimonial selfrepresentations that denounce 
aggression without sensationalism and explore 
the impacts of trauma through artistic creation. 
Along these lines, Lesley Shipley reflects on 
Vivien Green Fryd’s Against Our Will: Sexual 
Trauma in American Art Since 1970 (2019), a 
study closely related to Princenthal’s, and notes 
that Fryd’s work is valuable for art historians who 
view scholarship as a form of activism. Shipley 
highlights how the book encourages reflection 

on art’s capacity to generate dialogue and foster 
social change (Shipley 2020, 1–2).

It is important to note that Niki de Saint Phalle 
speaks from personal experience in all her works, 
including those that – whether metaphorically or 
explicitly – address the wound of incest. Having 
lived between the United States and France, she 
was familiar with feminist consciousnessraising 
groups, in which women shared their experienc-
es and collectively identified personal conflicts 
as systemic. As Carol Hanisch argued, personal 
problems are political, describing these gath-
erings as “political therapy” to emphasise their 
collective and activist dimensions (1969). In 
the same direction, sociologists Marie Buscatto, 
Sari Karttunen, and Mathilde Provansal (2025) 
examine genderbased violence in artistic and 
cultural worlds and stress the decisive role of 
secondwave feminism and feminist thought 
in the process of making silenced aggressions 
visible. Niki de Saint Phalle recounts that, in 
the late 1960s, feminists asked her whether she 
wished to join the movement, and she explains: 
“Even though I approved of their aims I could 
not decide to join a group. I felt in my own way 
as a loner making monumental works of art I 
was making a real contribution” (Rudick 2022, 
128). Along these lines, art historian Amelia 
Jones argues that Saint Phalle’s work resonates 
with feminist art and culture by openly chal-
lenging the oppressive forces of patriarchy, 
notwithstanding her hesitation to self-identify 
as a feminist (Jones 2015, 162).

Niki de Saint Phalle consistently reflects – 
through both her writings and artworks – on 
patriarchal structures and the domestic roles im-
posed on women. Echoing Simone de Beauvoir’s 
assertion in The Second Sex (1949) that “one 
is not born but becomes a woman”, her work 
foregrounds the force of social conditioning. It 
should be noted here that Saint Phalle recounts 
how, at school, she painted red the fig leaves 
covering the genitals of several Greek sculptures, 
and that, following this act, the institution 
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conditioned her nonexpulsion on receiving 
psychiatric treatment. Her father ultimately 
decided to transfer her to another school and 
send her to a convent, fearing what she might 
reveal (Saint Phalle 1999, 77–80). This episode 
shows that, even unconsciously as a child, she 
was already challenging the canon – both that 
of art history itself, with the symbolic author-
ity attributed to GrecoRoman classical art, and 
that of patriarchal power – by subverting the 
image of male dominance precisely through the 
marking of the genitals. It constituted an early 
warning sign addressed to the adults around 
her, one that would go unheeded. Saint Phalle 
further reveals that when she left the religious 
school and attended a progressive educational 
institution (Brearley) for two years, her life 
changed, as she was encouraged there to write 
and to play (ibid., 66). Significantly, beneath a 
drawing of the superheroine Wonder Woman, 
she writes: “At Bearley I became a feminist. We 
were indoctrinated with the idea that women 
could and should ACHIVE”. (Rudick 2022, 25)

Artistic Practice as One’s Own 
Space
Niki de Saint Phalle draws on her own family 
experience to reject the conventional social roles 
that grant men power in the public sphere while 
confining women to domestic and reproductive 
tasks (Hulten 1993, 150). She frequently evokes 
her mother’s unhappiness within the domestic 
“cage” and repeatedly references tears – both her 
mother’s and her own – across her works and 
writings. Saint Phalle also reflects on her own 
inability to cry and the difficulty of expressing 
suffering, which ultimately finds release through 
artistic creation. In her drawings and texts, she 
writes that the tears she cannot shed harden 
into stones, and the motif of weeping occupies 
a central place in a part of her work (Saint Phalle 
1999, 101). Saint Phalle explores different arche-
types of womanhood in her Nanas series (The 
Bride, The Whore, The Women Giving Birth, the 
Devouring Mothers), revealing that both she and 

her mother embody the role of devouring figures 
(ibid., 129). 

Niki de Saint Phalle describes the strict and 
unhappy atmosphere of her family and recalls 
reconnecting at seventeen with childhood friend 
Harry Mathews – also resistant to conventional 
norms – whom she secretly married in 1948 
(Hulten 1993, 163). In 1952 they moved to 
Paris with their daughter, fleeing McCarthyera 
politics. Her husband’s infidelities and the repe-
tition of earlier family patterns destabilised her, 
leading to suicidal thoughts. In 1953 she suffered 
a nervous breakdown and was hospitalised for 
six weeks in a psychiatric clinic in Nice:

I responded so quickly (not to the clinic’s ther-
apy but to mine: painting) that, at the end of 
six weeks, they told Harry I was ready to leave, 
I did. The result of my mental breakdown was 
good in the long run, because I left the clinic 
a painter. (Rudick 2022, 38)

Her psychiatric hospitalization marked a turning 
point, as she discovered in art a space in which 
she could finally breathe. A few years later, after 
a conversation with the artist Joan Mitchell, she 
decided to pursue art professionally rather than 
remain “a married woman who was painting,” 
and even discussed living alone for a period (for 
one or two years) to reach her full potential, 
insisting she needed solitude (Rudick 2022, 
45). Aware that men’s worlds were shaped by 
freedom and power, she refused the limitations 
imposed on her as a woman. In this context, 
she acknowledges paying a high price for her 
artistic commitment: leaving her children to 
devote herself fully to creation: “One day I would 
do something unpardonable, the worst thing a 
woman could do. I would abandon my children 
for my art, the way men often do. I would give 
myself a good reason to feel guilty” (ibid.). It is 
symbolic that it was through art – while she was 
living inside the Sphinx (a protective maternal 
sculpture) during the construction of the Tarot 
Garden (1979–1998) in Italy – that she was able 
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to reconnect with her children. One can observe 
the trajectory that leads from the representations 
of the ‘devouring mothers’ in the 1960s to the 
conception of a ‘mothergoddess’ who shelters, 
repairs, and restores bonds:

Twenty years earlier, I had left my children for 
my art. Here I was mothering my adopted chil-
dren, the workers, and living inside a Mother 
sculpture I had created! It was during these 
years, while living inside of the Mother, that I 
got close again to my own children, Laura and 
Philip. (Rudick 2022, 187)

Niki de Saint Phalle makes clear, throughout 
her numerous writings, the fundamental role 
that artistic creation played in her life, and it is 
important to note that she also reveals how the 
work of other authors – such as filmmaker Akira 
Kurosawa with his film Rashomon (1950) – was 
essential in shaping her reflections on reality and 
its multiple perceptions. In the opening pages 
of her artist’s book Traces. Une autobiographie 
1930–1949 (1999) – which combines text, 
images, and drawings – she recounts having 
seen Rashomon at the age of eighteen, and that 
it left a lasting impression on her as she came 
to understand that truth can be perceived in 
multiple ways (Saint Phalle 1999, 9).

It should be mentioned here that Traces, writ-
ten after the death of her parents, is dedicated 
to her brothers Jean and Richard and to her 
double cousin-brother Jacques de Saint Phalle, 
in recognition of the fact that they possess mem-
ories that differ from her own. She notes how, 
after long conversations, all of them changed 
their point of view (Saint Phalle 1999, 7). She 
establishes this dialogue with them because her 
sisters Elizabeth and Claire died young, and she 
addresses her brothers to speak about her child-
hood and family life. She recalls that her mother 
insisted on hiding everything, even going so far 
as to conceal Elizabeth’s suicide by telling Niki 
it had been a car accident (ibid., 129). Growing 
up within a disciplinary family environment in 

which conflicts were hidden led to a situation 
in which, although Saint Phalle was shy in her 
everyday life, her artistic creations enabled her 
to reveal her emotions without masks: her fear, 
her anger, her laughter, and her tenderness (ibid., 
64–65). In a letter to her mother, she declares 
that she REJECTS her mother’s value system and 
will “invent [her] own,” positioning herself as a 
heroine. She explains that her mother’s negative 
judgment, though painful, ultimately helped her 
break free from others’ expectations and claim 
the freedom to be herself (Rudick 2022, 19).

Artistic creation allows her to engage in a dia-
logue with her emotions, and it is particularly 
relevant to consider the role she attributes to 
her artistic practice in relation to the repair of 
her wounds. She reveals that drawing helps her 
liberate herself from anxiety (Rudick 2022, 14, 
150) and states: “L’ART a été mon ami le plus 
proche. Sans lui, il y a longtemps que je serais 
morte, la tête éclatée” [ART has been my closest 
friend. Without it, I would have died long ago, 
my head shattered]2 (Saint Phalle 1999, 157). 
Art historian Griselda Pollock addresses the 
difficulty of representing trauma and exposes 
that the art offers the possibility of sharing pain 
“while ethically making each partner vulnerable 
to the other’s trauma” (Pollock 2010, 837–838). 
Likewise, creativity emerges as a means of sym-
bolizing what cannot be articulated verbally, 
enabling processes of understanding, commu-
nication, and repair (ibid., 2).

Mon secret – Creation as a 
Response to Incest 
Niki de Saint Phalle began her Tirs series fol-
lowing a consistent ritual: she first selected the 
objects (dolls, toy cars, religious items, etc.) that 
would be filled with bags of paint in various 
colours and fixed onto a flat surface, then cov-
ered in white plaster. In a second stage, either 
the artist herself or other participants shot at 

2	 Translated by the author.
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the piece with a rifle; as the surface shattered, 
the “paint would bleed” (Rudick 2022, 79). The 
artist explains that these works alluded directly 
to the socio-political context of the period, and 
in King Kong (1961–1962), KennedyKhrushchev 
(1962), and Heads of State / Heads of State (Study 
for King Kong) (1963), she included portraits of 
political leaders. The works engage with the Cold 
War, the Algerian War, the consequences of the 
atomic bomb, among other conflicts, and she 
emphasizes:

I was shooting at MYSELF, society with its IN-
JUSTICES. I was shooting at my own violence 
and the VIOLENCE of the times. By shooting 
at my own violence, I no longer had to carry 
it inside of me like a burden. During the two 
years I spent shooting, I was not sick one day. 
It was great therapy for me. The ritual of paint-
ing a relief over and over again in immaculate 
virginal white was very important. The theat-
ricality of the whole performance appealed to 
me immensely. (Rudick 2022, 80)

She further adds: “Only a woman could use 
those destructive contraptions that man has 
imagined for a constructive end, and that’s beau-
tiful” (Francblin 2023, n.p.). In relation to this 
alchemical potential, Saint Phalle reveals that 
her violence was tied to her personal history and 
to the necessity of releasing it. The artist herself, 
in a letter to her granddaughter Bloum, reveals 
that in 1961 she took revenge on her father by 
shooting with a gun, and she explains how, after 
the chaos of depression and madness, order 
emerged through the alchemical power of art 
(Saint Phalle 2015, 309). Destruction intertwines 
with creation, and such rituals resonate with 
her work Saint Sébastien (Portrait of My Lover) 
(1961), in which she threw darts at the rep-
resentation of her lover (using one of his shirts 
and placing a target over the face) and invited 
spectators to join the performance. Reflecting on 
this relationship of dependency, she reveals: “It 
was successful therapy because I began to detach 
myself from him” (Rudick 2022, 67).

In both the Tirs and Saint Sébastien (Portrait of 
My Lover), it is not only she who fires or throws 
the darts; she explicitly invites the audience to 
become active participants in the symbolic ritual 
of liberation. Personal action is thus interwoven 
with collective, participatory action, and it be-
comes significant that she chooses to share with 
the public her own tools for exorcising distress, 
expelling her ghosts and conflicts. It is also im-
portant to reflect on how some of the weapons 
she carried in her handbag – as protection before 
her nervous breakdown (a revolver without 
bullets, large scissors, kitchen knives, and razor 
blades) – are the very same tools she later uses 
and offers to the public to enact the ritual. 
She assigns a new use and meaning to these 
weapons, resignifying pain and exorcising her 
wounds and fears through creation. Dr. Henning 
Zeidler connects the artist’s creative practice to 
the trauma of incest and notes that:

the traumatic experience was completely dis-
placed by longer periods of time from con-
scious recollection and remained unprocessed. 
(…) Niki expressed anger about their emotion-
al injuries in collage work that often featured 
images of the instruments of violence, such 
as guns and knives, and finally in her shoot-
ing paintings in the early 1960th, whereby she 
became rapidly famous. (Zeidler 2012, 333)

It is important to include this reflection, which 
underscores – just as previously noted – that over 
a long period the trauma remained unprocessed, 
while the artist felt the need to expel her anger 
by using weapons, knives, and gunshots in her 
early works. Zeidler emphasizes that “With the 
shooting paintings Niki succeeded in a symbolic 
processing and creative coping of the traumatic 
sexual abuse” (Zeidler 2012, 336). These words 
attest to the fact that her art emerged from a 
vital necessity and that, in the early years of her 
artistic production, rage was expressed in an un-
conscious, unprocessed form. Indeed, Tirs was 
a ritual she repeated on multiple occasions over 
the course of two years, but which she ultimately 
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chose to abandon to continue growing as an 
artist, explaining: “I felt like a drug addict. After 
a shoot-out, I felt completely stoned. I became 
hooked on this macabre yet joyous ritual. It got 
to the point where I lost control” (Rudick 2022, 
82). Also, the act of shooting, the chromatic 
explosion, and the public enactment of violence 
serve as aesthetic devices through which the 
Tirs assert themselves as a challenging artwork, 
destabilizing traditional notions of painting, 
performance, and authorship.

These performances arose from an intimate 
impulse that the artist conveys in a singular man-
ifesto rendered as a drawing with multi-coloured 
calligraphy – alternating lowercase and uppercase 
letters (1961) – that denounces her father, the 
oppressive ecclesiastical authority, her mother’s 
enforcement of traditionally assigned female 
roles, and, ultimately, the familial and social 
structures that uphold patriarchal violence. 
Moreover, the final reason she offers for shooting 
recalls her desire to be reborn, to transcend the 
impact of trauma, and she emphasizes that in her 
war there are no victims. Likewise, in another 
version of the manifesto (with handwritten text 
and without drawings) she adds yet another final 
motive, one that is particularly significant: “I shot 
because it prevented me from going mad” (Rudick 
2022, 74). Nevertheless, as art historian Nicole 
Rudick observes, the significance of these actions 
extends beyond the exorcising of her anger. What 
is at stake is the reversal of a symbolic position: 
she stands as the woman who holds and operates 
the weapon, rather than the one exposed to its 
power (ibid., 280). In this sense, she embodies 
agency rather than victimhood, claiming the 
position of the subject who acts rather than the 
one acted upon. She repositions the self as an 
acting subject, aligning with feminist discussions 
that understand autobiographical and artistic 
practices as sites of political agency challenging 
narratives of victimhood.

It should be emphasized that Niki de Saint Phalle’s 
first solo exhibition, Feu à volonté (Galerie J, 

Paris, 1961), was devoted entirely to the Tirs and 
was organized by the art critic Pierre Restany, 
theorist of Nouveau Réalisme. Saint Phalle 
became associated with Nouveau Réalisme 
(through its second manifesto of June 1961), in 
which the Swiss sculptor Jean Tinguely – who 
would later become her second husband – also 
participated. She was one of the few women art-
ists in the group and achieved, through the Tirs, 
rapid and significant international recognition, 
which provided her with financial independence 
after leaving her first husband. Rudick reflects 
on the context of that moment and explains that 
although Restany supported her, he nevertheless 
reproduced the same sexist patterns prevalent in 
the art world. He proposed an exhibition titled 
“womanpower’s art” – bringing together the 
work of Saint Phalle, Marisol, Yayoi Kusama, 
and Evelyne Axell – which Saint Phalle declined 
to join, as she did not want to be placed in a 
“subcategory of artist” (Rudick 2022, 258).

Regarding the significance of Tirs, it is notewor-
thy that at both the beginning and the end of the 
film Daddy, a Bedtime Story, the artist herself 
appears shooting outside a castle, an image 
invoking her paternal aristocratic lineage. The 
artist narrates her own story, and Judith Herman 
emphasizes that the act of “telling a story” can 
produce a meaningful transformation in the 
abnormal processing of traumatic memory 
(Herman 1992, 181). Saint Phalle explains that 
she made the film as a form of exorcism, five 
years after her father’s death:

I would like to make a black-humour fanta-
sy film called Daddy, in which I symbolically 
killed my father seventeen times. My entire 
family was extremely indignant and horrified 
by it, saying that I had vilified my father’s mem-
ory. One person defended me…my mother. 
(Rudick 2022, 110)

The first part of Daddy revisits childhood episodes 
of incest, while the second depicts the adult artist 
humiliating her father, shown bound to a chair. 
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The film interweaves blackandwhite with colour, 
past with present, drawings with moving images, 
and features Niki’s voice questioning her father, 
asking him why he did it. The artist constructs 
a tale to narrate the unutterable and, in the final 
sequence, she shoots at the sculpture The Death 
of the Patriarch, while – in voiceover – she says: 
“Daddy, it didn’t work, Daddy. It just didn’t 
work. Your slaves have finally freed themselves. 
And we intend to enjoy our freedom and our 
power,” ending by announcing to her mother 
the “wonderful” news that her father is dead. 
Saint Phalle explains that the film functioned as 
a collective psychodrama, in which she and the 
codirector focused their critique against religion, 
the subordination of women to men, and, above 
all, the paternal figure (Dossin 2015, 174). The 
father is presented as an archetype of patriarchal 
violence, and the film stages a symbolic funeral 
in which a large plaster phallus is placed in the 
coffin, enacting the violator’s symbolic death. 
Daddy can be read through trauma theory by 
focusing on its visual language and montage. 
Fragmented editing, abrupt cuts, and symbolic 
imagery disrupt narrative coherence, mirroring 
the non-linear structure of traumatic memory 
identified by Herman. These formal strategies 
articulate an experimental and confrontational 
aesthetic that turns personal trauma into artistic 
and political agency.

Fifty years after the rape – and decades after Tirs 
and Daddy – she is finally able to return to the 
trauma and express it in writing in an artist’s 
book. Over this long period one can trace the 
trajectory from explosive action to analytical and 
reflective written language. The artist Susanna 
Pruna, whose creative practice addresses sexual 
violence and incest, explains that – in an initial 
moment – the spoken word is silenced by the ag-
gression, and that the experience is transformed 
into a visual work that “anticipates” what cannot 
yet be named. Trauma takes form as image and 
articulates what should never have had to be 
spoken; it expresses the unsayable. In this con-
text, artistic creation helps to fix into images what 

still cannot be expressed verbally, until voice 
and body can finally be aligned (Pruna 2024). 
In this direction, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst 
Dori Laub argues that reclaiming one’s life story 
through testimony constitutes a form of action 
and transformation, one that must be actively 
undertaken to sustain and complete the process 
of survival after liberation (Laub 1992).

This process culminates in Mon secret, written 
in the Canary Islands in December 1992 and 
conceived as a letter to her daughter Laura. It 
begins by alluding to the “L’été des serpents” 
(using a snake-shaped drawing to emphasize the 
letter S, exploring drawn writing and the visual 
dimension of the text through a childlike script). 
Saint Phalle recalls that one summer in 1942 she 
saw venomous snakes near the rented country 
house, prompting her parents to put out poison 
to kill them. Following this introduction, Niki 
asks herself: “Was I exterminated along with the 
snakes?” She reveals that in that same summer 
her father, then thirtyfive years old, raped her 
repeatedly, exerting the terrible power of the 
adult over the child and shattering her trust in 
other human beings:

For the young girl, rape is DEATH [...] At elev-
en, I felt expelled from society. This beloved 
father became an object of hatred. The world 
had shown me its hypocrisy. I understood that 
everything I was taught was false. [...] The Sum-
mer of Snakes was when my father, this banker, 
this aristocrat, had put his cock in my mouth. 
(Rudick 2022, 217)

She wonders whether she was exterminated 
together with the snakes, and it is important to 
recall the symbolism of these reptiles – especially 
in Christian contexts – in relation to sin and 
sexuality. The snake becomes a recurring motif 
in her work, revealing both her fears and her 
desire to confront them (Pujante González 2020, 
255). The artist also moves beyond Christian 
iconography to explore broader symbolic and 
cultural frameworks, emphasizing life–death 
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connections exemplified by the book’s cover, 
where brightly coloured flowers emerge from a 
blackandwhite skull against a vivid pink back-
ground [Image 1]. Furthermore, Saint Phalle 
explains that through her drawings of snakes she 
was able to transform her fear, learning to tame 
and domesticate these creatures that had once 
terrified her (Saint Phalle 1999, 77).

The epistolary narrative follows a chronological 
order and interweaves the recounting of her 

memories with rhetorical questions. It begins 
with the summer of 1942 and proceeds through 
temporal shifts in which she describes her acts 
of self-harm after the trauma and recounts 
that, in 1952, at the age of twenty-two, she was 
discharged from a psychiatric clinic in Nice after 
receiving ten electroshock treatments and an 
insulin therapy. She reveals that, upon leaving 
the hospital, she abandoned the arsenal she 
had carried in her handbag for selfprotection 
(an unloaded revolver, scissors, knives, and 

Image 1. The cover of the book Mon Secret by Niki de Saint Phalle. 1994. All rights 
reserved.



331/2026

razor blades) and decided to give up her drama 
studies to devote herself to painting. Saint Phalle 
explains that one or two weeks after leaving the 
hospital she received a letter from her father in 
which he confessed what had happened and 
asked for her forgiveness. She writes that for-
getting protected her from an unbearable truth 
as she retained only fragmentary memories of 
her father seducing the domestic workers and 
her mother’s friends.

It is important to note here the presence of multi-
ple voices, as French literature scholar Domingo 
Pujante González observes: a constant oscillation 
between the child’s voice of remembrance and 
the adult’s voice of explanation and assimilation 
of traumatic events (Pujante González 2020, 
256). Pujante González analyses Saint Phalle’s 
autobiographical writings, noting that this 
aspect of her work remains understudied and 
represents a personal attempt to confront her 
traumatic past through writing (ibid., 253). In 
this regard, it is worth adding that in Traces. Une 
autobiographie 1930–1949 (1999), Saint Phalle 
affirms that the child and the artist within her are 
inseparable, and that her imagined world and its 
monsters keep her connected to the emotions of 
her childhood (Saint Phalle 1999, 71).

She tells her daughter that the psychiatrist burned 
her father’s letter after reading it, insisting that it 
was impossible, and she transcribes Dr. Cossa’s 
response: “Votre père est fou. Rien ne s’est passé. 
Il invente. La chose est impossible. Un homme 
de son milieu et de son éducation religieuse 
ne fait pas cela” [Your father is crazy. Nothing 
happened. He is making it up. Such a thing is 
impossible. A man of his background and reli-
gious upbringing would not do that]3. She adds 
that the Jungian psychiatrist wrote to her father 
warning him that he was projecting his fantasies 
and advising him not to disclose such a story 
to his daughter if he wished to avoid her being 
hospitalized again. Saint Phalle reflects on the 

3	 Translated by the author.

psychiatrist’s reaction as exemplary of the patri-
archal system that refuses to believe victims, and 
she stresses that Dr. Cossa effectively sided with 
the perpetrator. Likewise, she warns that sexist 
societies tend to hold young girls responsible 
for “seducing” men. To illustrate this, she notes 
that it would be akin to examining the racist 
behaviour of members of the Ku Klux Klan and 
concluding that: “we deduce that Black people 
had exaggerated in order to lead brave white 
people into racism”. She concludes: “This rape 
made me forever united with all those whom 
society and the law exclude and crush” (ibid.  
2022, 202). Through these reflections, we see 
her awareness that all violence is intersectional, 
traversed by gender, race, and class oppression. 
This critical consciousness permeates all of Saint 
Phalle’s artistic production. An example of this is 
found in her Nanas – representations of joyful, 
powerful, lifeaffirming women – including her 
Black Venuses and Goddesses, as well as Black 
Rosy or My Heart Belongs to Rosy (1965), a trib-
ute to Rosa Parks, a key figure of the U.S. civil 
rights movement against racial discrimination. 
In relation to this intersectional perspective, the 
artist also responded – when asked whether she 
was a savage – by stating that a woman in a mal-
edominated civilization is like a Black person in 
a white civilization: she has the right to refuse 
and to rebel (Bouvard 2015, 52).

Another fundamental part of the letter is when 
she explains that her father’s death in 1967, at 
the age of sixty, from a heart attack, was a pro-
found shock for her, as they had not reconciled. 
In this context, she decided to make the film 
Daddy with the aim of freeing herself from her 
anger, creating and starring in a narrative in 
which she symbolically humiliates and kills her 
father. Yet she reveals: “To my great surprise, this 
film, far from calming me, triggered a nervous 
breakdown. I hadn’t had the courage to make 
this film while my father was alive, and the 
violence of my feelings against him and men 
overwhelmed me” (Rudrick 2022, 220). Here it 
is important to recall, as Neige Sinno warns, the 
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danger of believing in the myth of the survivor, 
in the happy ending of American films, and in 
a supposed linear progression. She reminds us 
that time is cyclical, even though being able to 
speak about trauma already means being “a little 
bit saved” (Sinno 2023, 74–75).

It is also relevant to note, regarding the critical 
reception of the film, that Saint Phalle recounts 
how Tinguely, her family, and the press were 
outraged, and that only a few critics defended 
her, among them the psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan and her mother (who did not see the film, 
as Niki had asked). Saint Phalle also shares her 
inability, as a child, to tell her mother about the 
abuse (which she later discovered when she read 
Dr. Cossa’s letter addressed to her husband). She 
evokes the fear, shame, guilt, and sense of sin 
(deeply rooted in her Catholic upbringing), and 
notes that many women who have been raped 
commit suicide or are repeatedly institutional-
ized in psychiatric hospitals. Within this context, 
Saint Phalle reveals that her silence was a survival 
strategy although that silence also isolated her 
from the adult world, recalling that a child does 
not have the mechanisms to cope with such a 
situation and that an entire lifetime may still be 
insufficient. It is crucial to remember that it was 
not until 1992 that she was finally able to write 
Mon secret.

Pujante González notes that Camille Morineau, 
curator of the Niki de Saint Phalle retrospective 
at the Grand Palais in Paris (2014), emphasizes 
that autobiography is a fundamental trope in 
Saint Phalle’s creative practice, yet she minimiz-
es the importance of incest in interpreting the 
artist’s work. Morineau contends that an over-
emphasis on the artist’s history of abuse risks 
circumscribing the political dimensions of Saint 
Phalle’s oeuvre and predetermining its reception, 
effectively casting her primarily as a victim and 
framing her entire body of work through that lens 
(Morineau 2016, 88). Nonetheless, Morineau 
also stresses that this autobiographical work 
becomes a feminist political manifesto: “c’est 

aussi un ouvrage politique, qui s’adresse à tout 
le monde: aux jeunes, aux femmes. C’est l’une de 
ses œuvres politiques, une œuvre féministe” [It 
is also a political work, addressed to everyone: to 
young people, to women. It is one of her political 
works, a feminist work].4 (Ibid., 88–89) In this 
way, the writer and feminist Hélène Cixous re-
calls the power of the patriarchal symbolic order 
and how “disruptive” women are fully aware of 
it; and – within this framework – she emphasizes 
that women must “write themselves,” telling their 
own stories, while also pointing to the need to 
learn how to speak (Cixous 2024, 11, 23).

In Mon secret, Saint Phalle positions herself as 
the narrator of her own history, using both her 
artistic production and her illustrated texts to 
disclose her intimate and familial experience, 
thereby challenging the patriarchal structures 
that shape social norms. In deciding to share 
this history, her work acquires an explicitly po-
litical dimension. Indeed, in the introduction to 
another of her autobiographical literary works, 
Traces. Une autobiographie 1930–1949 (1999) – 
which later received a second volume with the 
illustrated book Harry and Me. The Family Years. 
1950–1960 (2006) – she reveals the essential role 
of writing in helping her to remember, to avoid 
remaining trapped in trauma, to gain distance, 
to reshape her inner landscape. 

Conclusion 
Vivien Green Fryd recalls the importance of 
neither aestheticizing nor neutralizing sexual 
violence and stresses the necessity of confront-
ing it directly. She identifies what she terms 
the “anti-rape and anti-incest cycle”, which 
began in the early 1970s and continues into the 
present with #MeToo, comprising artworks that 
propose counternarratives aimed at fostering 
social change and putting an end to the stigma 
and silence surrounding trauma. As noted, 
Niki de Saint Phalle’s autobiographical work 

4	 Translated by the author.
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also functions as a feminist political manifesto, 
addressing a broad audience and standing 
among her most explicitly political and feminist 
contributions.

This vital process leading toward an explicit 
political stance is clearly expressed on the back 
cover of Mon secret, where she explains that she 
wrote it for herself, to allow her inner child to 
speak and free herself from the impact of the 
incest. She reveals how she long believed she was 
an exception, feeling even more isolated, until 
she finally managed to connect the personal with 
the political:

aujourd’hui j’ai pu parler à d’autres victimes 
d’un viol: les effets calamiteux sont tous les mê-
mes: désespoir, honte, humiliation, angoisse, 
suicide, maladie, folie, etc. Le scandale a enfin 
éclaté; tous les jours des révélations jaillissent 
sur ce secret si jalousement gardé pendant 
des siècles: le viol d’une multitude d’enfants, 
filles ou garçons, par un père, un grand-père, 
un voisin, un professeur, un prêtre, etc. (Saint 
Phalle, 1994)

[Today I have been able to speak with other 
victims of rape: the devastating effects are 
always the same: despair, shame, humiliati-
on, anxiety, suicide, illness, madness, etc. The 
scandal has finally erupted; every day new re-
velations emerge about this secret so jealously 
guarded for centuries: the rape of countless 
children, girls, or boys, by a father, a grand-
father, a neighbour, a teacher, a priest, and so 
on]5. (Saint Phalle, 1994)

Saint Phalle enacts this shift in a way that aligns 
her work with activism: by making the scandal 
public and expressing her intention to write a 
book to help children protect themselves from 
sexual violence. Significantly, only a few years 
earlier she had also used the epistolary form – 
this time in collaboration with immunologist 

5	 Translated by the author.

Silvio Barandun – in her illustrated book AIDS. 
You Can’t Catch It Holding Hands (1987), ad-
dressed to her son Philipp Mathews. In that 
publication, she combines preventive messages 
and images with the desire to deconstruct the 
criminalization of those living with the disease 
(Rudick 2022, 246).

In both artist’s books, she chooses the epistolary 
format, addressing them to her daughter Laura 
and her son Philipp, to denounce the stigma 
imposed on victims, the hypocrisy of double 
standards, and the political failure to uphold 
the duty of prevention. Saint Phalle ultimately 
did not produce the book intended to teach 
children how to protect themselves – as she 
mentions at the end of Mon secret – but this 
book, which brings together the voices of the 
child and the adult to articulate the unname-
able and is grounded in her autobiographical 
testimony, directly addresses a young audience, 
and becomes a political manifesto against child 
rape. It is worth noting that Herman argues that 
trauma dehumanizes victims, while collective 
support restores their humanity and helps sur-
vivors transform personal suffering into political 
awareness and social action (Herman 1992, 
215). Autobiography, explored through differ-
ent artistic formats, becomes an instrument for 
articulating and confronting the unthinkable, 
transforming itself into a political choice by 
making public the process of denunciation and 
repair.
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sor, Department of History of Art, University of 
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Image 1. Patricia Rodas’s artwork from the series "No more. I betray the cove-
nant of silence". Photograph by Hugo Gutierrez. All rights reserved.

In 2026, we curated together with a visual artist 
Simi Ruotsalainen an exhibition on gendered 
violence as part of our project Artivism on 
Edges – Art, Activism and Gendered Violence 
(Kone Foundation 2021–2026) in Valo, Katve I 
and Katve II Galleries Rovaniemi. In the group 
exhibition “Hearing the Silence”, the artists 
gave voice to experiences, emotions, and forms 
of resistance related to gender-based violence. 
The six visual artists featured in the exhibition, 

articulated their experiences through expressions 
that ranged from quiet and fragile to strong and 
emergent. The artists were Rosamaría Bolom, 
Mari Mäkiranta, Simi Ruotsalainen, Marte Lill 
Somby, Jonna Tolonen and Patricia Rodas. 

Patricia Rodas’s photographic practice is pio-
neering in its engagement with gender-based 
violence through a distinctly non-documentary 
visual language. Rather than depicting discrete 
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acts, her staged and symbolic imagery makes 
visible the hidden, domestic, and often under-
reported and silenced nature of violence. Central 
to her work is the idea of violence as a recur-
rent, corporeal condition, conveyed through 
visual repetition and performative gesture. By 
relocating violence from private interiors to 
open landscapes, Rodas highlights its struc-
tural invisibility while foregrounding its social 
dimensions. Her practice also interrogates the 
ethics of representation and addresses recovery 
as a non-linear process, thereby expanding how 
gendered violence can be understood and rep-
resented in contemporary photography. Rodas’s 
work forms the foundation of our exhibition. The 
title of our exhibition referrers to the pervasive 
culture of silence surrounding gender-based 
violence, acknowledging that not all cases of 
violence were recorded, shared, or spoken about.

The artworks at the exhibition addressed vi-
olence directed at women, trans humans, and 
those who identified as women. Gender-based 
violence is framed as a widespread global issue 
and a violation of human rights. Globally, one in 
three women has experienced physical violence, 
threats of violence, or sexual violence during 
their lifetime. In Finland, 57% of women and 
46% of men have experienced physical violence, 
threats, or sexual violence, representing some of 
the highest figures in Europe (European Institute 
for Gender Equality 2026).

In connection with the exhibition, we organized 
an open seminar for the public on 25 November 
2025, coinciding with the International Day for 
the Elimination of Violence against Women. 
The UN-declared theme day kicks off a 16-day 
Orange Days campaign that ends on Human 
Rights Day on December 10. The day is named 
in memory of the Mirabal sisters, who were 
murdered on November 25th in 1960, in the 
Dominican Republic for their political resist-
ance. Our seminar positions itself within this 
activist and historical continuum, bringing 
together feminist research on violence, activist 

art, and recent legal reforms related to legal 
gender diversity and the introduction of a con-
sent-based approach in Finnish rape legislation. 
The seminar and exhibition convened artists, 
researchers, members of the public, and rep-
resentatives of Girls’ House, Plan International 
Finland, the City of Rovaniemi Social Services, 
and the Federation of Mother and Child Homes 
and Shelters in Lapland.

In curating the exhibition, we were committed 
to contemporary art scholar and art historian 
Claire Bishop’s thinking, in which activist art is 
not judged solely on the basis of the art’s ethical 
or social implications, but also in terms of the 
art’s aesthetic quality and critical potential 
(Bishop 2012, 13–18). Like Bishop, we do not 
see activist art as valuable solely for its “good” 
purposes. Instead, we believe that the meaning 
of art, activism, and civic engagement arises 
from tensions, failures, contradictions, and the 
opportunity to provoke critical thinking and 
engage in social discourse about the structural, 
political, and personal dimensions of gendered 
violence. Conflict and discomfort are central to 
the political power of art and activism (Bishop 
2006, 180–183), and so is our exhibition. The 
view is situated in philosopher and political 
theorist Chantal Mouffe’s (2005, 20–23; 2013) 
thinking of agonistic democracy, in which con-
structive disagreement – in this case, pointing 
out meanings and problems that are experienced 
as unpleasant and disturbing – is an essential part 
of a democratic public space. In this framework, 
our exhibition or art, as Bishop writes, can be 
defined as a space where different perspectives 
and experiences meet without the goal of har-
mony or consensus (Bishop 2012, 25–26). Our 
exhibition was inspired by the idea that the value 
of activist art should not be measured solely by 
its social benefit or ethical dimensions, but in 
light of the critical understanding that emerges 
in viewers.

The exhibition drew on feminist violence 
research, as developed by feminist scholars 
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such as Suvi Ronkainen (2008), whose work 
has conceptualized violence as embedded in 
gendered power relations, corporeality, and 
norms of recognizability. In Ronkainen’s re-
search, intimate partner and domestic violence 
is understood primarily as a gendered and 
structurally embedded phenomenon, rather 
than merely an interaction between individuals. 
According to her, intimate partner violence and 
domestic violence are a form of power exertion 
that may manifest as physical, psychological, 
sexual, or economic violence, as well as control 
and coercive regulation of behaviour, and that 
is closely linked to the norms of intimate rela-
tionships and broader societal power relations 
(Ronkainen 2008). Feminist body of research 
has been central in exposing the structural and 
pervasive nature of gender-based violence, chal-
lenging cultures of silence and victim-blaming, 
and contributing to legal and policy reforms 
–reflected in the Finnish context, for example, 
in the 2023 reform of the Trans Act (Act on 
Legal Recognition of Gender, 563/2023) and in 
the adoption of a consent-based definition of 
rape in the reform of sexual offences legislation 
(Criminal Code of Finland, Chapter 20, 2023). 
In this reflection, we analyse a selection of works 
from the exhibition and ask, how they engage 
with issues of gender-based violence?

Feminist art history has shown that violence 
against women and marginalized groups is not 
only a subject represented in many artworks 
but is embedded in the very structures of visual 
contemporary and historical culture. Art histo-
rians such as Linda Nochlin (1988) and Griselda 
Pollock (1988) have demonstrated how artworks 
often aestheticize and normalize violence, pre-
senting it through mythological or historical 
narratives that obscure lived experience. In 
the exhibition “Hearing the Silence” we sought 
to develop alternative approaches to violent 
cultural imagery and to the articulation of vi-
olence in public discourse. Our central driving 
forces included the dismantling of silence and 
shame associated with violence, the activation 
of collective social agency, and the exploration 
of possibilities for social transformation and 
encounter. Our curatorial decisions emphasized 
that the exhibited works did not reproduce or re-
iterate violence; accordingly, no explicit violent 
images or representations were presented.

Selected Artworks of the 
Exhibition
Marte Lill Somby’s work Written in Stone 
(2020–) combines photography, sound, and 
a stone installation to address psychological, 

Image 2. Overview of the gallery space in “Hearing the Silence” exhibition. Image: Hugo Gutierrez. All rights 
reserved.
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physical, and sexual violence 
experienced by Sámi women in 
intimate relationships. Intimate 
partner violence (IPV) is de-
fined as a pattern of behaviour 
within an intimate relationship 
that involves physical, sexual, 
psychological, or economic 
harm, including acts of physical 
aggression, sexual coercion, psy-
chological abuse, and controlling 
behaviours such as isolation, in-
timidation, and economic restric-
tion (World Health Organization 
2012). It is understood as a form 
of gender-based violence that is 
embedded in unequal power rela-
tions and can occur in current or 
former partnerships. Marte Lill 
Somby’s project, initiated in 2020, 
emerged from a focus on women’s 
mental health in Sápmi and seeks 
to amplify Sámi women’s voices 
by creating a space in which they 
can articulate experiences of 
violence that are often silenced. While violence 
is a global issue, Somby highlights that its prev-
alence within Sámi communities is significantly 
higher than in the majority population across 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland (see e.g. Brandén 
et. al. 2023).

To this date, 81 women have participated in the 
project. Each participant contributed a single 
word describing their emotional state at the 
most severe point of the violence they experi-
enced. These words are engraved onto individual 
stones, with each stone representing one woman. 
Together, the stones form a collective testimony 

that underscores both individual experience and 
shared structural conditions.

By transforming personal accounts into material 
and visual form, Written in Stone seeks to render 
visible a form of violence that is often hidden 
from public discourse. The project is open to 
Sámi women across Sápmi, and Somby has 
collaborated with contributors such as June H. 
Bjørnback, whose photographic work has sup-
ported the dissemination of the project through 
social media platforms (Skrevet i Stein 2026). The 
stones, audio recordings, and photographs are 
placed in a tense relation within the installation. 

Image 3. Marte Lill Somby’s ar-
tworks. Part of the Written in Stone 
installation in the front. Image: Hugo 
Gutierrez. All rights reserved.
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The words engraved into the stone 
evoke the notion of something 
“carved in stone” – a real event 
and emotion that has occurred. 
They operate as both testimony to 
and legitimization of experienced 
violence. The stones themselves 
are natural materials shaped by 
water and organic matter, yet 
their message – the engraved 
word – is cultural and discursive. 
Violence does not emerge or exist 
“naturally”; rather, it is happening 
within communities and corporeal 
relations.

The photographs articulate the 
embodied, lived, and affective 
consequences of gendered vio-
lence. The bloody reindeer heart 
placed between the women’s 
hands appears simultaneously as a 
gesture and as an organ, wounded 
and bleeding, yet also empower-
ing. Together, the photographs, 
stones, and audio recordings break 
the silence. They make visible the 
violence experienced by Sámi women and give 
voice to more than eighty women.

Rosamaría Bolom’s installation ANTI-
patriarchal. A Demonstration Against the System 
(2025) employed charcoal and acrylic on recy-
cled cardboard, alongside metal cans, wire, and 
wooden sticks, to construct a large-scale visual 
protest against patriarchal structures. The work 
was informed by Rita Segato’s conceptualization 
of patriarchy as a political system that operates 
through both material and symbolic forms of 
violence, sustaining inequality by naturalizing 
the subordination of women. The installation 

consisted of 32 human silhouettes derived 
from photographs submitted by individuals all 
over the world who chose to participate in this 
symbolic demonstration. Their bodily poses 
and clothing were transferred onto recycled 
cardboard sourced from bicycle packaging, 
transforming the figures into banner-like forms 
of collective resistance. Through this process, 
Bolom articulated a plurality of voices that 
confront patriarchal ideologies and the forms 
of violence they normalize.

Materially, the use of recycled cardboard and 
other discarded materials referenced broader 

Image 4. Detail of Rosamaría Bolom’s 
installation. Image: Hugo Gutierrez. All 
rights reserved.
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extractive systems, including deforestation, land 
appropriation, environmental degradation, and 
labour exploitation. Within this framework, 
both natural resources and human bodies – 
particularly those of women – were positioned 
as commodified and expendable, foregrounding 
patriarchy as a structure of systemic violence. At 
the same time, cardboard functioned as a ma-
terial associated with protest practices, thereby 
becoming a symbol of resistance and political 
speech. The faceless silhouettes emphasized col-
lectivity over individual identity, inviting viewers 
to recognize themselves within a shared field of 
resistance grounded in the demand for dignified 
life in relation to community, environment, and 
ecological sustainability, free from violence and 
oppression.

Some silhouettes were created directly from 
submitted photographs, while others were devel-
oped in collaboration with Otroas Feminismoas, 
a collective of migrant women working since 
2018 to make visible struggles against patriar-
chal violence in Latin American contexts within 
Finland. Overall, Bolom’s installation also oper-
ated as a broader call to break silences around 
systemic violence and to denounce ongoing 
atrocities and human rights violations globally.

Simi Ruotsalainen’s Vigil (2025) is a 4:30- 
minute video installation presented in a con-
tinuous loop. The work engages with the docu
mentation and representation of fatal violence 
against trans people, situating these processes 
within broader structures of visibility, recogni-
tion, and erasure. It is informed by global data 
indicating that in 2024, among reported cases 
of trans individuals killed worldwide, 78% were 
people of colour, 56% were Black transgender 
women, 63% were killed with firearms, 42% were 
killed by intimate partners or family members, 
and 38% were misgendered or deadnamed by 
authorities or media.

In Vigil, monitoring is conceptualized as both 
an activist practice and a method of violence 

prevention. The installation examines how 
gender-based murders of trans individuals are 
recorded, categorized, and represented in media 
and official documentation. Within this frame-
work, monitoring refers to the systematic col-
lection and analysis of data in order to produce 
independent assessments of how trans lives and 
deaths are made visible – or rendered invisible – 
in public discourse. The work highlights the im-
portance of such documentation for addressing 
gender-based violence within criminal justice 
systems, policy development, and international 
human rights frameworks. While this form of 
recording and analysis is ideally the responsibil-
ity of state institutions, it is currently carried out 
primarily by trans-affirming non-governmental 
organizations and grassroots initiatives. 

In the work, Ruotsalainen uses photographic 
material of faces drawn from images that have 
been publicly available on online platforms 
dedicated to the memories of trans people and 
the violence they have experienced. Portrait 
photography has long been understood in our 
culture as a way of preserving the presence and 
memory of a person after death. A photograph 
is not seen merely as a visual document, but as a 
trace of someone who once existed – a material 
reminder of both presence and absence. Roland 
Barthes (1981) argues in that every photograph 
carries the message “that-has-been”, linking 
photography inherently to mortality and loss. 
Similarly, Susan Sontag (1971) writes that pho-
tographs function as tools against disappearance 
and forgetting, allowing people to preserve and 
possess fleeting moments and lives. In this sense, 
the photographic portrait and still images in 
the video become a cultural site of mourning, 
remembrance, and continued emotional attach-
ment to the deceased.

A key concern of Ruotsalainen’s video installation 
is the frequent misgendering and deadnaming of 
trans individuals in official records and media 
reporting, practices which contribute to the era-
sure of identity and the systemic invisibilization 
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of hate-motivated violence. Vigil thus positions 
itself as a space of remembrance, resistance, and 
critical visibility, addressing both the material 
consequences of violence and the epistemic con-
ditions under which such violence is recognized 
or denied. Ruotsalainen’s work could be seen 
taking a stance on both Viviane K. Namaste’s 
(2000) ideas on transgender existence that is 
often not a product of medicalization, but rather 
a casualty of systemic erasure and marginaliza-
tion within cultural and organizational contexts, 
and on Barbara Perry’s (2002) arguments that 
prejudice-motivated violence is not an anomaly, 

but a reflection of a society that 
has not yet overcome inequity, 
hate and fear.

Conclusion
In this reflection, we analysed 
works from the group exhibi-
tion “Hearing the Silence” that 
attempted engage with the public 
audience on questions related to 
gender-based, intimate partner, 
and sexual violence against both 
women and trans people. The 
examples we have analysed here 
underline that the artists are able 
to create many alternative pro-
posals to violent cultural imagery, 
even if in some cases listening or 
watching the artworks was a more 
arduous and troubling than in a 
conventual exhibition experience. 
The artworks brought to the fore 
problems and issues that are 
still part of our societies, such 
as addressing the importance of 
developing the policies on gen-

der-based violence among communities and for 
instance 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 exhibition not only brought the societal 
dimensions of gendered violence into public 
discourse, but also fostered cross-disciplinary 
exchange, bringing together grassroots actors, 
researchers, artists and representatives of 
civil society organizations. It functioned as a 

Image 5. A still image from Simi Ruot-
salainen’s video installation. Image:  
Hugo Gutierrez. All rights reserved.
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forum within which gendered violence could 
be addressed and articulated through multiple 
registers of expression. In future work, it would 
be valuable to further develop arts-based meth-
odologies that not only enable communities to 
engage with the questions of gendered violence 
but also advance artistic modes of expression. 
Our exhibition has prompted critical reflection 
on what kinds of new openings politically 
engaged art addressing gendered violence may 
produce within contemporary art discourse and 
practice.
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Beatrice Cenci (1577–1599), an Italian noblewoman executed for the murder 
of her abusive father, has long occupied a complex position at the inter-
section of history, legend, and visual culture. Over the centuries, numerous 
reinterpretations of her story have circulated inside and outside Italy, con-
tributing to the formation of an idealized image of Cenci as a virtuous young 

woman who faced an unjust end. An assumed portrait initially attributed to Guido Reni 
(1575–1642) and later to Ginevra Cantofoli (1618–1672) has played a crucial role in the 
creation of iconic image of Cenci. There is a copy of the work also in the Finnish National 
Gallery’s collection, where it was received as part of O. W. Klinckowström’s donation in 
1851. In this article I will examine the appearances of Cenci’s story and her assumed por-
trait in 19th century culture, especially in the context of Romanticism and the Gothic, and 
analyse the painting considering the themes of gendered violence in art.
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Image 1. Cantofoli Ginevra, Donna con turbante, ca. 1650. Oil on canvas, 64,5 x 49 cm. 
Palazzo Barberini. Image: Gallerie Nazionali di Arte Antica, Rome. All rights reserved.

Beatrice Cenci (1577–1599) was an Italian no-
blewoman who was executed for organizing the 
murder of her abusive father. Over the centuries, 
her story has inspired countless reinterpreta-
tions that have contributed to the formation of 
an idealized image of Cenci as a virtuous young 
woman, who faced an unjust end. In Rome, 
where she was sentenced and executed, she 
became a symbol of resistance against arrogant 
aristocracy and is still celebrated as a martyr of 
the people.

A painting that was wrongly identified as a 
portrait of Cenci has played a crucial role in the 
creation of her legend. It was initially attributed 
to Guido Reni (1575–1642), later to Elisabetta 
Sirani (1638–1665) and currently to Sirani’s 
pupil Ginevra Cantofoli (1618–1672). For cen-
turies, the painting has been on display in Rome, 
nowadays in Palazzo Barberini. It is known today 
that the woman in the painting is not Beatrice, 
but most likely a Sibyl, a prophetess of Ancient 
Greek (Nicholl 1998). Until the beginning of the 
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20th century, however, the painting was displayed 
as representing Cenci and numerous copies were 
produced all around the world. One of those 
copies can even be found in the collection of 
Finnish National Gallery, where it was received 
as a donation from Freiherr Otto Wilhelm 
Klinckowström’s collection in 1851 (Suomen 
Taideyhdistys n.d).

In this article, I aim to reflect the relationship be-
tween Beatrice Cenci’s legend and her “portrait” 
focusing on the absence and presence of violence 
in these two different but tightly intertwined 
products of culture. I will show how Cenci’s story 
and the portrait were brought to the common 
knowledge in late 18th century and give examples 
of how the story was interpreted and retold in 
the context of the Gothic. In the following pages, 
I will refer to the painting as Beatrice’s “portrait”, 
leaning on the premise that stood its ground for 
centuries and was taken as a fact until the late 
19th century. Furthermore, in the case of Beatrice 
it has become an established practice to refer to 
her by her first name. As discussed in the context 
of Artemisia Gentileschi and other women art-
ists, this practice can be questioned because of its 
infantilizing and diminishing nature (Bal 2005, 
XI–XII). In this article, however, I will mainly 
follow the foregoing tradition to use Beatrice’s 
first name, not least to avoid confusing her with 
other members of the Cenci family.

Death of a Woman, Birth of a 
Legend
Beatrice Cenci’s story contains an extreme ex-
ample of a family terrorized by a violent home 
tyrant. According to historical sources, such as 
trial records, Beatrice’s father, count Francesco 
Cenci had undergone several trials and paid 
many fines to settle his violent outbursts inside 
and outside the household. He was convicted 
several times of cruelty against his employees 
and sodomy with young boys (Jack 2005, 24–25). 
His children were well aware of their father’s 
uncontrollable behavior and witnessed and 

experienced his violent acts at home. In 1595 the 
indebted and enraged count Cenci took Beatrice 
in his countryside estate, a castle called La Rocca 
and locked her and her second wife Lucrezia up 
for three years. (Jack 2005, 32–33)

According to contemporary testimonies, during 
the summer of 1597 Beatrice, who was enclosed 
in a room without windows, was in such a desper-
ate mood that she was ready to kill herself (Jack 
2005, 35). Instead, she ended up planning the 
murder of the count together with stepmother 
Lucrezia, two family servants (Marzio Catalano 
and Olimpio Calvetti, the latter of whom Beatrice 
has been rumored to have an affair with), and 
the eldest surviving son of the count, Giacomo. 
They tried to stage the murder as an accident 
but were exposed and took to the court. The trial 
took a year. Beatrice never confessed the crime, 
even under torture. After all she, Lucrezia and 
Giacomo were executed at Castel Sant’Angelo on 
11th of September 1599. The streets of Rome were 
filled with people who gathered to witness their 
last moments.1 (Nicholl 1998)

While Francesco’s violent temper and actions 
were already widely known in Rome, the murder 
trial brought out a further question about his 
incestuous tendencies. This subject was raised 
by the defender in the later part of the trial. 
Apparently, Beatrice was not very keen to 
provide information on the theme, and it is still 
uncertain what had happened inside the walls of 
La Rocca. However, the ingredients for various 
speculations and reinterpretations of Beatrice’s 
suffering were set from the start. (Nicholl 1998) 
Her story quickly became one of the urban 
legends circulating in Rome.

As Beatrice’s tragical life was turned into a 
legend, facts and fiction became hard to tell 

1	 It is not impossible that in the crowd there were also 
some famous artists of the time. Caravaggio, for exam-
ple, was working in Rome at the time of the execution 
(Nicholl 1998).
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apart. There are several parts 
where most 19th century versions 
of Beatrice’s story deviate from the 
historical facts. First, in many sto-
ries Beatrice is told to be only 16 
years old, when in reality she was 
22 in the time of her execution. 
Furthermore, some mentions in 
her testament suggest that she 
might have had a son, probably 
with family servant Olimpio Calvetti. These de-
tails are not present in the 19th century versions 
of the story, which emphasize Beatrice’s youth 
and innocence (Nicholl 1998). The first research 
to rely on primary sources was published in 1879 
by Antonio Bertolotti (see Bertolotti 1879).

Considering the poor status of women in the 
patriarchal 16th century Italy, Cenci had very 
few possibilities to seek protection or justice for 
herself. The authorities to whom she turned had 
no will nor legal means to protect a daughter 
from her father. To respect a woman’s bodily in-
tegrity was not a prioritized value in the society 
that considered women as property (Rafanelli 
2024, 68).

Nonviolent Painting of a Violent 
Story
Beatrice’s portrait has a story of its own. Since 
the early 17th century, due to a series of misun-
derstandings and coincidences, a painting in 
the Colonna family collection was recognized 
as a picture of “the Cenci girl”. According to a 
widespread story, artist Guido Reni would have 
got a permission to meet Beatrice just before 
her execution and paint a portrait of her in her 

prison cell. The theory lived persistently even 
after it was proven very unlikely. (See e.g. Castelot 
1880) The real enthusiasm around the painting, 
however, was experienced in the 19th century 
when it was found by Romantics. Numerous 
nineteenth-century paintings and engravings 
replicated the portrait and made it iconic. Even 
when the medium changed, the motif of Beatrice 
was copied from the painting. Some artists en-
larged the framing to the milieu around Beatrice 
and showed her in the cell surrounded by a few 
other people and the painter Guido Reni who is 
working on the portrait (Groseclose 1982, 125). 
However, they didn’t change her costume or 
looks. There is even a well-known photographic 
interpretation by Julia Margaret Cameron from 
1866 (1815–1879) and a sculpture by Harriet 
Hosmer (1830–1908) finished in 1859, which 
depict Cenci in the white robe and turban which 
we can see in her portrait.

In the canon of Western art, there are countless 
interpretations of stories of suffering women, 
and several visual and thematic patterns repeat-
ing the imagery of gendered violence. There 
is Lucretia, as depicted by Lucas Cranach the 
Elder and Rembrandt; the Sabine women; and 
the victims of ancient gods – Europa, Nemesis, 

Image 2. Enrico Fanfani, Guido Reni 
ritrae Beatrice Cenci in carcere, ca. 
1855–1860. Oil on canvas, mounted 
on wood, 56,5 x 71,5 cm. Finarte, 
Roma, Collezione Bruno Mantura. 
Image: Wikimedia commons, public 
domain.



1/2026 52

Persephone, among others. As in these cases, 
violent acts against women often contain an el-
ement of sexual abuse, which has been eroticized 
for male clients and spectators. These artworks 
have normalized rape and abuse in the so-called 
Western art tradition to such an extent that the 
public criticism is still in its infancy (Rafanelli 
2024, 62–63). Feminist research communities 
and activists have, however, raised awareness 
on the matter since 1970s.2

In many ways, Cenci’s story and her portrait 
play an interesting contrast to the persistent 
patterns of depicting suffering women in art. 
The imagery of her legend doesn’t build on 
the visualization of her abuse. In other words, 
despite of her violent story, the established visual 
representations of Beatrice do not show violence 
or erotic allusions. There is no naked body or an 
ambiguous expression that could be imagined 
as either pain or pleasure. In the portrait there 
is simply a young girl who is facing the viewer 
with melancholic expression. Interestingly, the 
painting is imagined showing her after her 
violent experiences and to read the traces of 
violence in the painting, we must connect with 
her story. Additionally, the power of the painting 
lays largely in the assumption that it would have 
been painted just a moment before Cenci’s exe-
cution, and that it would carry the atmosphere 
of the moment.

Romantics and the Gothic 
Beatrice’s story started to appear in literature 
already in mid-18th century, but it was 19th 
century Romantics who brought Beatrice back 
to the limelight.3 Cenci, with her haunting eyes, 
was a perfect subject for Romantics, who were 

2	 Many key figures of feminist art history tradition, like 
Linda Nochlin, Griselda Pollock, Rozsika Parker and 
Diane Wolfthal, have critizised rape imagery in West-
ern art canon.

3	 The story was published in Ludovico Antonio Mura-
tori’s widely read Annali d’Italia, in 1749 (Groseclose 
1982, 110).

looking for the right kind of sensibilité and 
pathos in art (Groseclose 1982, 119). Several 
well-known authors, starting with Percy Bysshe 
Shelley (1792–1822), were enchanted by her 
“portrait” and wrote their versions of her legend. 
There were several reasons why this particular 
story fascinated so many during the period in 
question.

Shelley and his family moved to Italy in 1818, 
and despite all the loss and struggle they faced, 
the coming years proved to be the most prolific 
in Shelley’s literary career. In April 1819 he dis-
covered Beatrice’s portrait in Palazzo Colonna. 
He describes the face of Cenci: “Her forehead is 
large and clear; her eyes, which we are told were 
remarkable for their vivacity, are swollen with 
weeping and lustreless, but beautifully tender 
and serene…” (Jack 2005, 49–50). The burst of 
inspiration was so strong that his play The Cenci 
was finished the same year. It was Shelley’s first 
more ambitious work, but due to his early death 
he was not able to see it on stage.4 (Reynolds 
2024)

When Shelley first learned about Beatrice’s 
legend, he considered its potential popularity 
in England so high that he was worried that 
somebody would use it before his play was 
published (Mulhallen 2010, 87). His concerns 
were well-founded, for it was the time when 
Italy was becoming more and more visited by 
tourists. Only a few years later, Shelley’s discov-
ery was followed by Stendhal (the pseudonym 
of Marie-Henri Beyle), who paid a visit to “the 
painting of Beatrice” and fell for the girl whose 
extremely large eyes “have the astonished air of 
a person who has just been surprised at the very 
moment of shedding scalding tears” (Nicholl 
1998). Stendhal’s Les Cenci was published in 

4	 The first professional performance of the play was put 
on stage as late as 1886. Interestingly, Alma Murray, 
who played the part of Beatrice, received a miniature 
version of “Guido’s Beatrice” as a present from Lady 
Shelley, the wife of Sir Percy Shelley, the only surviving 
child of Percy and Mary Shelley (Browning 1891, 6).
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1839. Also, Charles Dickens and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne praise 
the painting in their writings in 
1846 and 1858 (Nicholl 1998). 
Many more literary outcomes, 
including Francesco Domenice 
Guerrazzi’s Beatrice Cenci, 
Alexandre Dumas’ Les Crimes 
célèbres: Les Borgia; La marquise 
de Ganges; Les Cenci, and Alfred 
Nobel’s Nemesis, were published 
later in the 19th century.

Beatrice’s story includes all the 
essential elements of the Gothic, 
a literary genre that was hugely 
popular in turn-of-the-century 
England. As Elizabeth A. Fay puts 
it: “The Gothic usually centers 
on a patriarchal villain or a pa-
triarchal institution such as the 
Catholic Church. It is typically set 
in the past and in another land, 
such as Germany or Italy, and it 
tends to focus on the beautiful 
and desirable heroine whose fate 
is to be victimized by the villain-
ous father figure.” (Fay 1998, 108) 
For Shelley and other Romantic 
writers, Cenci’s legend provid-
ed an opportunity to explore 
several sexual taboos that were 
buzzing under the more or less 
convincingly polished surface 
of 19th century societies. Distancing the setting 
of the story to a foreign culture and historical 
setting helped to conceal its potential political 
subtext and gave space to explore the vicariously 
pleasurable emotions that horror could evoke 
(Fay 1998, 111). According to Marilyn Gaull, 
Shelley’s The Cenci is “a play which violates all 
expectations, all natural affections, all human 
relationships” (Gaull 1988, 103).

As a Romantic heroine Cenci was close to per-
fect. She was of a noble descent, and it was easy 

to assume that she was pure, beautiful, innocent 
and as Gaull puts it, “capable of extreme suffer-
ing” (Gaull 1988, 92–93). To create the most 
effective and dramatic contrast to the horrific 
violence and abuse in her story, Beatrice herself 
needed to be an embodiment of female virtues. 
This said, there is also the ambivalence of Cenci 
as both a victim and a likely organizer of a patri-
cide. Romantic authors, such as Shelley, eagerly 
read the face in the painting and saw a full range 
of emotions that present us with simultaneous 
presence of innocence and evilness. 

Image 3. Artist unknown, A young woman wearing a turban, n.d. Oil on 
canvas, 58 x 44 cm. Finnish National Gallery Collection / Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum, O. W. Klinckowström Fine Arts Collection. Image: Finnish 
National Gallery / Jouko Könönen. Public domain.
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Beatrice in Finland

During the 19th century, the image and the 
story of Beatrice traveled as far as Helsinki. A 
seemingly anonymous painting in the Finnish 
National Gallery’s collection, A young woman 
wearing a turban, is one of the countless copies 
of Cantofoli’s painting. As mentioned earlier, 
it was received as a donation in Finnish Art 
Society (Suomen Taideyhdistys) in 1851 as part 
of Otto Wilhem Klinckowström’s (1778–1850) 
collection (Suomen Taideyhdistys n.d.). Out of 
the 28 paintings received in the donation, the 
Society kept 20 and gave away the remaining 8 
in an art lottery (Pettersson 2004, 60–61). The 
copy was considered good enough to be kept. 

Klinckowström, originally a Swedish nobleman, 
lived in Italy between 1810 and 1816, only a 
few years before the Shelley family. In 1816 he 
relocated to Finland because his career path 
had started to seem too bumpy in Sweden due 
to a couple of scandals related to his romantic 
affairs (Kansallisbiografia n.d.). We can assume 
that Klinckowström knew the story of Cenci and 
could have seen the original painting in Rome.5 
It is possible that he even purchased the painting 
during his stay in the city.

It can be assumed that the original painting 
was clearly well-known in Finland because it is 
referred to in a self-evident manner in several 
19th century newspapers, giving the impression 
that the reader is expected to know Cenci’s 
story and to be aware of the existence of her 
“portrait” in Italy. In the conditions concerning 
the donation it was required that the collection 
had to be displayed and “Guido Reni’s portrait of 
Beatrice Cenci” appears many times in Finnish 
newspapers which report on Art Society’s 
exhibitions between 1868 and 1900 (Suomen 
Taideyhdistys n.d.). In 1869 a critic who had 

5	 It was close that he could have crossed paths with 
Shelley, for he moved away only two years before 
Shelleys arrived.

visited Finnish Art Society’s exhibition judges 
the copy of Guido Reni’s Beatrice so “miserably” 
bad that they don’t even bother to talk more 
about it (Hufvudstadsbladet 28.03.1869 [p. 3]). 
Next time the painting seems to have been on 
display in Art Society’s exhibition in 1872, when 
it’s only mentioned casually along other works 
(Hufvudstadsbladet 06.03.1872 [p. 5]). In the 
newspapers Cenci’s legend is often represented 
as a scandal story to please the readers with a 
taste for terror. As an example of this genre, 
many newspapers have published a version of 
Francesco Guerrazzi’s Beatrice Cenci.6 The copy 
of the painting in The Finnish National Gallery 
collections as well as it’s occurrence in Finnish 
press during the 19th century would be a fruitful 
topic for further research.

Conclusion
The case of Cenci and her portrait is a complex 
weave of reality, fiction and human desire 
towards mystery and violence. I first became 
interested in the painting when I was working at 
the Sinebrychoff Art Museum and saw a picture 
of the copy in the museum’s collection database. 
When I tried to find out what it was about, I met 
numerous layers of interesting contradictions. In 
the first hand there are real historical facts that 
have given inspiration to the legend of Beatrice. 
Secondly, there is the fictional story of the por-
trait, which has played a crucial role in creating 
the legend. At the end there is the presence of 
violence in the real events and the legend, and 
the absence of visible violence in the painting. 
All of these themes made it an interesting case 
for a study. 

In this essay I have shown how the elements 
present in Cenci’s story were aptly in line with 
the themes of the Gothic. Especially during the 
19th century, her assumed portrait gave a face to 
the legend, triggered emotional interaction with 

6	 See eg. ”Ett gästabud hos Francesco Cenci år 1598” 
in Hufvudstadsbladet 14.03.1886 [No 61 A, p. 5].
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imagined Beatrice and inspired artists and poets 
to create their versions of her story. Copies of 
the painting traveled to different corners of the 
world, even in Finland. After a century of regular 
appearances, however, new cultural representa-
tions of Beatrice have become scarce. As the 
knowledge of the true nature of her “portrait” 
has gained ground, the image and the story have 
drifted apart and the connection between them 
has become a historical curiosity. In other words, 
we do no longer have a portrait of Beatrice, but 
there is somebody else in the picture. I would 
claim, however, that the emotional load that 
has been accumulated on the painting is still 
affecting our ways of looking and experiencing 
it, if we are familiar with Beatrice’s story.

Last time when the National Gallery’s copy 
was displayed in Finland was in 2021 when 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum organized an exhibi-
tion honoring the 100th anniversary of the dona-
tion of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff ’s collection. 
In the exhibition, the work was still identified 
as by Elisabetta Sirani (Kansallisgalleria n.d.) I 
would say that currently the painting is in some 
kind of in-between state. Because of new attri-
butions and information, it has been detached 
from its previous context, and the part of the 
copy is not the easiest one to play in any case. 
The attribution of the original painting to a 17th 
century woman artist Ginevra Cantofoli can, 
however, lead to totally new opportunities of 
research in the future. There are new stories to 
come!

Hilla Männikkö (MA) is a recently graduated art 
historian specializing in 17th and 18th centuries 
European art.
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Introduction 
Throughout the early modern period in Europe, 
with production concentrated in the Low 
Countries, tapestries were closely associated 
with dynastic display in courtly and ecclesiastical 
settings (Campbell 2002, 3). As Guy Delmarcel 
has demonstrated in his extensive work on 
Flemish tapestry, tapestry production took place 
within workshop systems largely controlled by 
male patrons and designers (Delmarcel 1999, 
25). Feminist scholars such as Cristelle Baskins 
and Rozsika Parker have, for their part, shown 
that these conditions shaped how female bodies 
and political authority were visually depicted 

(Baskins 2025, 14; Parker 1984).1 Further, and 
importantly for the argument of my inquiry 
feminist art historian Griselda Pollock has sug-
gested that in the art of tapestry, representations 
of violence against women were normalised 
through the tapestries’ visual and material 
properties (Pollock 2003, 9).2

1	 In her book, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and 
the Making of the Feminine Rozsika Parker explicitly 
analyses how gendered power structures shape visual 
production and shows how men control design, au-
thorship, and meaning, even in media associated with 
women. See Parker 1984, 45.

2	 In Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the 
Histories of Art, Griselda Pollock understands ideol-
ogy not simply as a set of ideas, but as a system that 
organises meaning and shapes how social relations 
are perceived and made intelligible through cultural 
practices. See Pollock 2003, 9.

Image 1. Sabinskornas bortrövande (The Rape of the Sabine Women), late 16th–early 17th century, tapestry, 
Kalmar läns museum (KLM 28484:3), currently displayed at Kalmar Castle, Kalmar, Sweden. Image: Kalmar läns 
museum, all rights reserved. The Sabinskornas bortrövande tapestry illustrates how mythological scenes of ab-
duction were integrated into early modern tapestry cycles and used to visualise political authority, social order, 
and gender relations through material and spatial display.
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The continual depiction of “The Rape of the 
Sabine Women” in tapestry imagery offers a 
paradigmatic example. When embedded within 
mythological accounts, the classical imagery of 
power and conquest is naturalised (Zanker 1988, 
125). The monumental woven image aestheti-
cises the scene, normalising an act of violence 
and an implied rape. Through material richness 
of colourful wool, silk, and metal threads, com-
bined with a significant scale often exceeding 
four meters in height, the gendered domination 
of men over women, is rendered justified. The 
woven power relations thus become embedded 
in the scene, rendering the act as an acceptable 
part of a narrative of political foundation and 
dynastic necessity. In this way, violence was 
encountered as part of the lived early modern 
elite interiors, where tapestries operated as 
spatial environments that shaped perception 
and political meaning (Mitchell 2005; Lefebvre 
1991). 

Traditionally, painting, sculpture, and archi-
tecture have been treated as major art, whilst 
tapestry, embroidery, and other textiles were 
regarded as decorative and functional, a hier-
archy that devalued textiles and separated them 
from narratives of power. Early art historians 
treated tapestries as visual objects, with the aim 
of mainly describing their style and provenance 
(Cavallo 1993, 45).3 More recently, scholars such 
as Baskins have demonstrated the importance 
of reading woven imagery as narrative and ide-
ological structure rather than secondary craft. 
They also highlight in what manner feminist and 
material approaches are vital for investigating 
the meanings that tapestries construct over time 
and space, and how they shape political ideas 
and hierarchies (Baskins 2025). 

3	 In Medieval Tapestries in The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art Cavallo argues that although stylistic analysis can 
be applied to tapestry, such approaches are limited, as 
they often overlook the collective production, adaptive 
reuse of designs, and the constraints of the medium, 
which complicate questions of authorship, dating, and 
stylistic development. See Cavallo 1993, 45.

The Rape of the Sabine Women 

In the recurring motif of “The Rape of the Sabine 
Women”, sexual violence against women is 
transformed into a heroic tale with implications 
of dynastic continuity and moral value (Wolfthal 
1999, 7). As said, in the tapestry medium, mate-
rial and visual structures of the image shape how 
these scenes are perceived. 

The story of the Sabines is one of triumph for 
the Roman people, framed as an act of neces-
sity to ensure that the new city survives. In the 
mythological narrative of the founding of Rome, 
Romulus and his men kidnap the unmarried 
women of the Sabine people for marriage. It is 
a story of strength, where violence is rendered 
meaningful, as it secures reproduction and alli-
ance. The theme also appeared in fifteenth-cen-
tury Florence, where it was painted on cassoni, 
wedding chests, and thus linked to the formation 
of familial bonds and the unification of two 
groups of people (Feinberg 1995, 42).

As Susan Deacy and Karen Pierce have shown, 
themes of rape were common in early modern 
art, often drawn from different Roman myth-
ological stories, where figures such as Lucrece, 
Proserpina, Lavinia, Rhea Silvia, Medusa, and 
Lara recur (Pierce & Deacy 2002). Like the 
story of the Sabine women, the story of Lucrece 
repeated across poetry, literature, and visual art, 
was not framed as morally problematic in early 
modern culture. Instead of treating it as gen-
dered violence, the theme became a symbol of 
Rome. This is to say that these accounts were not 
told to address or process trauma; they attained 
political meaning and became metaphors for the 
foundation of Rome (Brockman 2017, 347).  

At the same time, tapestry cycles frequently 
portrayed powerful women who represented, 
for example, wisdom and divine authority. 
Queens, goddesses, and biblical heroines such 
as Minerva, the Virgin Mary, Judith, and Esther 
reinforced the religious orthodoxy and dynastic 
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stability within structures that supported male 
lineage (Tinagli 1997, 6; Westphal 2019, 9). Even 
though these female figures were portrayed as 
exceptional, their authoritative agency was 
strictly regulated, and their apparent sovereignty 
affirmed existing gender structures. Therefore, 
representations of female strength in tapestry 
imagery, did not counterbalance the violence: 
they participated in the same visual structures 
of discipline and control. Together, the violated 
woman and the virtuous sovereign, two con-
trasting image types, define a spectrum through 
which gender ideals and political ideology are 
articulated. 

A monumental scene that exemplifies how ma-
terial qualities aestheticise violence is present in 
the extant tapestry of The Rape of the Sabines on 
display at Kalmar Castle, Sweden. The depiction 
of the abduction as a dreadful event becomes 
secondary, as the visual experience dominates 
the viewer. The Kalmar tapestry was part of 
a larger cycle, of which only one other piece 
remains, depicting the mythical founders of 
Rome, Romulus and Remus among the captured 
women.4

The coarse wool and smooth silk threads of the 
tapestry create a tactile surface that absorbs 
the sharp contrasts and blurs the boundaries 
between the bodily movement and ornament, 
contributing to the visual normalisation of vio-
lence. The foreground scene depicts a struggle: 
armed forces on horseback appear to the left, 
while a male figure in armour seizes a woman 
dressed in gold and blue to the right. A diagonal 
charge generates movement across the surface 
and establishes a compositional axis that or-
ganises the surrounding figures. The woman’s 
raised arms and exposed body are integrated 
into this structure; they function both as signs 
of resistance and as formal elements within the 
composition. Her gesture forms part of a visual 

4	 The tapestries (KLM 28484:2 & KLM 28484:3) are part 
of the collection of Kalmar läns Museum.

choreography in which male force is central to 
the construction of the scene. As Lynda Nead 
has argued, female vulnerability becomes aes-
thetically productive (Nead 1992, 6–11). 

This dynamic is repeated across the tapestry. In 
the background, additional figures enact vari-
ations of seizure and forced intimacy. The act 
of abduction is normalised through repetition, 
as violence appears as an expected interaction 
between male and female bodies. Through this 
repetition, coercion becomes a visual convention. 

In the middle of the scene, a male rider controls 
both his horse and a struggling woman, an action 
that aligns force with a political command. The 
subjugation of women is structured to stabilise 
patriarchal order, as if it were the taming of 
nature (Nochlin 1988, 2–3).5 

The ornamental aspects play a central role in this 
process of visual stabilisation. A lush border of 
fruit, flowers, and naked children frames the 
violent act within a decorative setting. The 
attack is stabilised by the ornamental framing 
and reinforced by classical dress that idealises 
antiquity and lends historical authority to the 
scene. The female body is consistently positioned 
as an object of display, lacking agency. Women 
are shown in states of flight and submission, 
their bodies oriented towards the viewer. This 
structuring of the body can be read to aestheti-
cize female suffering, where violence becomes a 
means of visualising broader narratives of civic 
foundation and social order. The brutality of the 
act is softened, and attention is redirected toward 
beauty and symbolic meaning. The female body 
becomes a vehicle for aesthetic pleasure, while 
the coercive elements of the scene are visually 
neutralised. 

5	 Linda Nochlin argues that ideology functions to obs-
cure power relations in society by presenting them as 
natural or predestined by a higher divinity. See Nochlin 
1988, 2–3.  
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In its courtly context, during the early modern 
period, the ideological work of the tapestry was 
amplified by its spatial arrangement. As part of 
a cycle depicting the creation of Rome, and dis-
played in ceremonial halls or princely interiors, 
the imagery was encountered repeatedly and 
formed part of both daily life and formal rituals. 
The tapestry thus operated as a visual rhetoric 
of control and The Rape of the Sabine Women 
participated in the ideological production of 
gendered power relations. It also shows how 
early modern tapestry, as a spatial and visual 
medium, transforms gendered violence into a 
culturally acceptable and politically meaningful 
form. 

Feminist Re-reading and 
Contemporary Perspective
As an art historian, it would be easy to treat the 
Kalmar tapestry as a mythological episode only, 
focusing on the splendour of the textile and its 
historic aura. In my essay, I however offer a read-
ing that exposes how violence is structured and 
sustained through visual and material means. 

The exclusion and hierarchies within art history 
contributed to the emergence of feminist art his-
tory, shaped by scholars such as Linda Nochlin 
(1971), who challenged established canons and 
narratives. In her pioneering work, Nochlin ex-
amined the institutional conditions that shaped 
artistic production and historical recognition, 
shifting attention from individual geniuses to 
the structures of access and patronage (Nochlin 
1971). Other early feminist art historians, such 
as Griselda Pollock (2003), emphasised the 
institutional and political structures through 
which images are made meaningful. Their work, 
together with that of Rozsika Parker (1984), 
stressed how gender operates within the material 
and institutional conditions that enable images 
to exist. 

This perspective provides the methodological 
foundation for approaching early modern 

tapestry as an active participant in ideological 
production. Through feminist art history, visual 
culture, and material culture, tapestry can be 
understood as a medium in which spatial or-
ganisation and material properties contribute to 
the normalisation of gendered violence. Here, 
gendered violence refers to violence structured 
through systems of representation and power.

The imagery of female sovereignty also apparent 
in the early modern tapestry does not counteract 
the visual economy of violence; rather it depends 
on it. Although female rulers and biblical her-
oines are presented as embodiments of virtue 
or divine authority, their power remains defined 
within patriarchal frameworks. In this way, these 
representations rely on the normalisation of 
violence against other female bodies, producing 
a visual scale in which women either appear as 
objects of coercion or as exceptional figures 
whose authority is symbolic and conditional. 
Together, these image types show how gendered 
violence and moral ideals operate simultaneous-
ly to reinforce ideological coherence and social 
hierarchy (see Butler 1990, xv). 

As I have already indicated, the spatial and ma-
terial presence of tapestry shaped how images 
were encountered in courtly interiors, where 
they covered walls and framed movement 
through ceremonial spaces. In such settings, 
scenes of abduction were not isolated images 
but part of a continuous visual programme, seen 
repeatedly in both formal and everyday contexts. 
This repetition mattered. It made violence famil-
iar and less likely to appear as an interruption. 
A feminist approach makes it possible to ask 
how such images still function when they are 
displayed today. In museum and educational 
contexts, the rape of the Sabine women is often 
translated as abduction, a shift in language that 
reduces the explicit reference to sexual violence. 
This does not remove the violence, but it changes 
how it is recognised. The way these images are 
described and presented continues to shape how 
they are understood (Marcus 1992, 388–391).
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The Kalmar tapestry predates modern feminist 
and activist movements; therefore, art activism is 
not applied here as a historical category or as an 
attempt to recover historical intentions (Lippard 
1995, 114–130).6 Instead, it functions as a way of 
reading how power operates through images and 
materials. It asks questions such as, who repre-
sents, whose bodies are visible, and how violence 
is normalised within visual culture. A feminist 
rereading focuses on how seeing is structured 

6	 Lucy R. Lippard (1995, 114–130) conceptualises art ac-
tivism as a mode of critical attention that foregrounds 
context, historical responsibility, and the ethical impli-
cations of representation.

within the image or narrative, and how images 
organise meaning. This makes it possible to 
examine how violence against women is not 
only represented, but justified through material 
splendour and spatial display (Bal 2021, 20).7

This approach also draws attention to the po-
sition of the viewer. Interpretations are always 
produced within specific contexts, including the 
present one, and they shape how historical images 
are understood. In museum and educational 

7	 Mieke Bal (2021, 3–23) emphasises how vision is struc-
tured within images and narratives, shaping what is 
made visible and how it is understood. 

Image 2. The Rape of The Sabine Women, 1545–1555. Wool and silk, 365 x 342 cm. Hardwick Hall, The De-
vonshire Collection (acquired through the National Land Fund and transferred to The National Trust in 1959). 
Image: National Trust / Robert Thrift, all rights reserved. The Rape of the Sabine Women tapestry on display at 
Hardwick Hall, provides another visual example of a Renaissance tapestry depicting the motif of the Rape of the 
Sabine Women within a monumental textile format.
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settings, narrative framing and emphasis on 
aesthetic qualities continue to influence how 
scenes of violence are described and received 
(Marcus 1992, 385–403). 

Feminist perspectives, therefore, do more than 
analyse the past. They also provide a way to 
reflect on how visual traditions persist and are 
maintained. Work in textile-based feminist 
practices, as well as performance and archival 
strategies, has further shown how material and 
labour can be used both to conceal and to expose 
gendered power relations (Parker 1984). 

Conclusion
Through the repetition of iconographical motifs 
and spatial display of early modern tapestries, 
acts of violence were integrated into coherent 
visual environments that aligned bodily coercion 
with dynastic order and political legitimacy. In 
this way, violence was presented as an organic 
part of a structured and meaningful whole. My 
analysis shows that images of female sovereignty 
did not counterbalance these violent, gendered 
structures. Female sovereigns appeared as fig-
ures of authority only within frameworks that 
also normalised the subjugation of other female 
bodies. The juxtaposition of these tapestry 
images formed a visual system through which 
gender and power were articulated, a process 
that can be understood as a form of woven power. 
Approaching tapestry as a spatial and material 
medium makes it possible to understand how 
such imagery operated beyond representation 
and how perception was influenced through 
repeated visual presence. In both historical 
and contemporary contexts, the naming and 
display of these scenes continue to influence 
how violence is recognised and interpreted. A 
feminist rereading draws attention to how visual 
traditions continue to organise meaning and 
mediate the visibility of violence. 

My reading shows that the combination of an-
tiquity-inspired imagery, monumental spatial 

properties, and material richness affects how 
gendered violence is perceived and normalised. 
Depictions of female power depend on the vi-
olence inflicted upon other women. Tapestries 
such as the Kalmar tapestry, produced in the 
sixteenth century, were executed in vibrant 
colours, wool, silk, and metal threads that en-
hanced shadows, light, depth, and action. The 
scale of the tapestry and its placement within a 
larger cycle of the story of Rome created a visual 
environment that covered the walls. This visual 
field directed the gaze and limited the possibility 
of distance, as the viewer remained surrounded 
by the scenes of coercion. 

Today, the cycle to which the Kalmar tapestry 
belongs is no longer intact, and only one other 
piece is known. Age and exposure to light have 
dulled the colours, and the tapestry no longer 
dominates the space in the same way.  It can be 
perhaps rightfully claimed that the Kalmar tap-
estry has melted into the backdrop, its narrative 
not immediately recognisable to the viewer, and 
the violence it depicts may remain unacknowl-
edged. The shift in display conditions affects how 
the work is perceived and how its meaning is 
produced in the present. 

However, sexual violence remains a lived reality. 
It involves the crossing of bodily boundaries and 
shapes how images of violence are encountered 
and understood. To enter a space structured by 
scenes of violence is therefore not a neutral expe-
rience. A feminist perspective draws attention to 
how viewers engage with such imagery and how 
these representations continue to carry ethical 
and political implications. 

Further research could focus on display and re-
ception of early modern tapestries in contempo-
rary contexts, particularly within museum and 
educational settings. Such work would extend 
the examination of how tapestries continue to 
shape perception of gendered violence and how 
the material and spatial conditions influence 
that process.
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