the guerrilla girls bedside companion to
the history of western art

the guerrilla girls bedside companion to the history of western art offers a
provocative and insightful critique of the traditional narratives that have shaped the
perception of Western art history. This groundbreaking book, authored by the Guerrilla
Girls—an anonymous group of feminist activist artists—challenges the male-dominated art
world by exposing the systemic inequalities and biases that persist in galleries, museums,
and art institutions. Through a combination of sharp wit, statistical evidence, and
compelling visuals, the Guerrilla Girls provide a fresh perspective that urges readers to
reconsider the canonical history of Western art. This article explores the content, themes,
and impact of the Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion, highlighting its role as a critical
educational tool and a catalyst for change. The following sections delve into the origins of
the Guerrilla Girls, the structure of the companion book, key themes explored, and its
influence on contemporary art discourse.
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Background and Origins of the Guerrilla Girls

The Guerrilla Girls emerged in 1985 as a collective of anonymous feminist artists
committed to exposing sexism and racism within the art world. Operating under
pseudonyms of deceased female artists and wearing gorilla masks to maintain anonymity,
they sought to draw attention to the underrepresentation of women and minority artists in
galleries and museums. Their activism was sparked by the 1984 exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art, which featured a disproportionately low number of female artists. The
group's approach combined humor, activism, and art criticism, making their message
accessible and hard-hitting.

Formation and Early Actions

The group formed in response to blatant gender discrimination in the art community.
Early actions included putting up posters and distributing flyers that used facts and
statistics to highlight the disparities. Their guerrilla tactics quickly gained attention and
sparked widespread discussions about equity in the arts.



Philosophy and Goals

The Guerrilla Girls aim to challenge the traditional patriarchal narratives that dominate
the art world. They advocate for equal representation, transparency in curation, and
recognition of diverse voices. Their philosophy merges activism with artistic expression,
using satire and data-driven arguments to engage audiences.

Overview of the Guerrilla Girls Bedside
Companion

The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion to the History of Western Art, first published in
1998, serves as a concise and accessible guide to art history from a feminist perspective.
The companion is structured to reveal the omissions and biases present in conventional art
history texts. It features illustrated chapters, each focusing on specific periods or themes,
accompanied by provocative commentary and statistics that uncover gender and racial
inequalities.

Content Structure

The book is organized chronologically and thematically, covering major epochs such as the
Renaissance, Baroque, Modernism, and Contemporary Art. Each chapter contrasts
celebrated male artists with the often overlooked contributions of women and artists of
color, thereby reframing the history of Western art.

Target Audience and Accessibility

Designed for both art professionals and general readers, the companion uses clear
language and engaging visuals to make complex issues understandable. Its approachable
style encourages readers to question established art historical narratives and promotes
critical thinking about culture and representation.

Key Themes Explored in the Companion

The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion tackles several critical themes that reveal the
systemic biases embedded in Western art history. These themes challenge readers to
reconsider the canon and recognize the contributions of marginalized artists.

Gender Inequality in Art

One of the primary focuses of the companion is the persistent underrepresentation of
women artists. It documents how women have been excluded from exhibitions, collections,
and art history textbooks despite their significant contributions. The book highlights
disparities in museum acquisitions, gallery representation, and art prizes.



Racial and Ethnic Discrimination

Beyond gender, the companion also addresses racial and ethnic biases. It exposes the
marginalization of artists of color and critiques the Eurocentric focus of Western art
history. The book advocates for a more inclusive understanding that acknowledges diverse
cultural voices.

Critique of Art Institutions

The companion scrutinizes the role of museums, galleries, and auction houses in
perpetuating inequality. It questions the selection processes and curatorial practices that
favor established, predominantly male artists, and calls for institutional reform.

Intersectionality and Representation

The Guerrilla Girls emphasize the importance of intersectionality, recognizing how
overlapping identities related to gender, race, and class affect artists' visibility and
opportunities. This holistic approach encourages a more nuanced critique of art history.

Visual Style and Use of Statistics

Visual communication is central to the guerrilla tactics employed by the Guerrilla Girls,
and the Bedside Companion reflects this with its distinctive design and use of data. The
book combines provocative imagery with compelling statistics to underscore its messages.

Iconic Imagery and Design

The companion utilizes bold graphics, stark contrasts, and the use of the gorilla mask
motif to create a memorable visual impact. This style not only captures attention but also
reinforces the themes of anonymity and protest.

Data-Driven Arguments

Statistics play a crucial role in the companion, providing empirical evidence of gender and
racial disparities. Examples include percentages of women artists represented in major
museums, the number of art exhibitions featuring minorities, and disparities in art market
valuations. These figures lend credibility and weight to the Guerrilla Girls' critiques.

Use of Satire and Humor

The book balances serious content with satirical and humorous elements, making difficult
topics more approachable. This tone helps engage a wider audience and encourages
reflection without alienation.



Impact on Art History and Feminist Discourse

The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion has had a lasting influence on both art history
scholarship and feminist activism within the arts. It has contributed to a broader
awareness of systemic biases and fostered ongoing debates about inclusivity and
representation.

Influence on Art Institutions

Since its publication, the companion has inspired museums and galleries to reevaluate
their collections and exhibition practices. Some institutions have increased efforts to
showcase women and minority artists, influenced by the awareness raised by the Guerrilla
Girls.

Educational and Cultural Significance

The companion is widely used in academic settings, serving as a resource in art history,
gender studies, and cultural criticism courses. It encourages critical analysis of traditional
narratives and supports efforts to diversify curricula.

Legacy in Feminist Art Activism

The Guerrilla Girls have established a model for feminist art activism that combines
research, creativity, and public engagement. Their bedside companion remains a seminal
text that continues to inspire artists, scholars, and activists committed to equity in the
arts.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion to the



History of Western Art' about?

It is a satirical and feminist critique of the art world, highlighting the underrepresentation
and discrimination of women and minority artists in the history of Western art.

Who are the Guerrilla Girls?

The Guerrilla Girls are an anonymous group of feminist activist artists who use humor and
facts to expose sexism and racism in the art world and beyond.

When was 'The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion to
the History of Western Art' published?

It was originally published in 1998.

What unique approach does the book use to discuss art
history?

The book uses witty illustrations, statistics, and provocative commentary to challenge
traditional narratives and highlight inequalities in art history.

Why is 'The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion to the
History of Western Art' considered important?

Because it brings attention to systemic biases in art institutions and encourages a more
inclusive and diverse understanding of art history.

How has 'The Guerrilla Girls Bedside Companion to the
History of Western Art' influenced contemporary art
discourse?

It has inspired artists, curators, and educators to question established norms and advocate
for greater representation of marginalized groups in art exhibitions and collections.

Additional Resources

1. Women Artists: The Linda Nochlin Reader

This collection of essays by Linda Nochlin explores the challenges faced by women artists
throughout history. It critically examines the social and institutional barriers that have
marginalized female creators in Western art. The book is essential for understanding
feminist art history and the ongoing struggle for equality in the art world.

2. Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology

Authored by Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, this book investigates the historical
exclusion of women from the Western art canon. It combines feminist theory with art
history to uncover the ideological frameworks that have shaped gender roles in art. The



authors argue for a re-evaluation of women's contributions to art history.

3. Art and Feminism

Edited by Helena Reckitt, this comprehensive anthology covers the intersection of feminist
theory and art practice. It includes essays, manifestos, and artworks that highlight
feminist interventions in art history and contemporary art. The book is a crucial resource
for understanding how feminism has reshaped the art world.

4. The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine

Rozsika Parker’s influential work explores the relationship between embroidery,
femininity, and art. She argues that embroidery has been dismissed as mere craft despite
its rich cultural and artistic significance. This book challenges traditional hierarchies in
art and highlights women's creative labor.

5. But Is It Art? The Spirit of Art as Activism

Edited by Nina Felshin, this book examines how art has been used as a tool for social and
political activism, including feminist movements. It features works and essays that
challenge traditional art institutions and promote equality and justice. The collection
aligns with the Guerrilla Girls' approach of using art to critique power structures.

6. Women, Art, and Society

By Whitney Chadwick, this book provides a broad overview of women’s roles in art from
prehistoric times to the present. It emphasizes the social context of women’s artistic
production and the obstacles they have faced. The text is well-illustrated and accessible,
making it a key resource for understanding women’s impact on Western art.

7. Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany

Edited by Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, this anthology challenges traditional art
historical narratives through feminist critique. The essays cover a range of topics,
including gender, sexuality, and the politics of representation. It is an important text for
those interested in feminist methodologies in art history.

8. Making Their Mark: Women Artists Move into the Mainstream, 1970-1985

This book documents the rise of women artists during a pivotal period in art history,
highlighting their efforts to break into mainstream recognition. It discusses exhibitions,
critical reception, and feminist art practices that transformed the art world. The text
provides valuable context for understanding contemporary feminist art movements.

9. The Guerrilla Girls' Bedside Companion to the History of Western Art

Written by the Guerrilla Girls themselves, this book offers a witty, irreverent critique of
gender and racial inequality in the art world. Using humor and striking visuals, it exposes
the biases of museums, galleries, and art institutions. This companion is both educational
and entertaining, making it a seminal work in feminist art activism.
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