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Gendering the Technique of Collection
in Contemporary Art:

Toward a New Subjectivity and Authorship

KAGAWA, Mayumi

Collecting ready-made objects, images, or texts to compose them
into a work of art is a very popular practice in contemporary art today.
The artworks based on this technique, usually categorized as collage or
assemblage, can be redefined as “collection art”. However, reception of the
technique of collection has been gender-biased in Western art and cultural
history. Among critics, the act of collecting has connoted elements of both
masculinity and femininity, being masculinized or feminized according to the
cultural value of the collected. When evaluating collection in contemporary
art, especially in the 1970s, femininity was closely related to subjectivity
and the lack of constructive unity. This paper essays a reconsideration of
the women'’s art of that time, focusing on Anna Oppermann, the German
collection-artist based in Hamburg, as compared with her contemporary, the
French artist Annette Messager.

At the beginning of the 1970s, Anna Oppermann started to exhibit
her works, which were composed of her texts and objects collected by
means of free association or as citations from advertisements and scholarly
texts. She produced more than sixty installations of this kind during her
lifetime, collectively calling them “Ensembles”. Also in the 1970s, Annette
Messager, a Paris-based artist, was creating her Album Collections series,
a number of hand-made books that gathered daily memorandums, mass-
media photographs, her own drawings, etc. There are some similarities
between these two artists: their works are made up of miscellaneous
hybrid materials. While being based on the High Art principle of collage/
montage, their ways of producing works in fact depended on the methods
of handicrafts, such as pasting, knitting, scratching, sampling (of wool), or
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building fragile constructions with boards and canvas. Furthermore, contrary
to the modernist trajectory of non-subjectivity, the artists scribbled their
own statements in their works. All these characteristics were adopted in
order to convey women’s diverse private experiences, in opposition to
the anonymous and reductive masculinity of the Minimalism of that time.
However, there is a distinctive difference between the two artists. Messager
is role-playing in her collections, i.e. experimenting with various women'’s
gender roles so that her identity is not fixed, but open, whereas Oppermann
collects material from her inner psychic processes as well as the outside
world, oscillating between the two areas.As a result, Oppermann’s work was
viewed by experts on contemporary art as self-indulgent and criticized as
“subjective and narcissistic”.

In the USA at the beginning of the 1980s, there was a debate concerning
the “impossibility of subjecthood” or the “denial of authorship” of women
artists who “appropriate” mass-media images. Within the paradigm of this
theoretical discourse, there was no place for the subjective agency of
women. However, some feminist art historians in Germany have proposed
a new vision of subjectivity which connects the self and the outer world,
and a new concept of authorship that is not based on the conventional
power of “mastery”. Given these new notions, Opperman’s “Ensemble” can
be interpreted as a work of art that constructs a flexible representational
subject, oscillating between openness and closure, because it collects
materials by means of both conscious analysis and unconscious association.
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