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from within the more established, 
or patriarchal academic strong
holds can be seen as an attempt to 
contain and incorporate the poten
tially disruptive power of this new 
field. I do not however think that 
this is a sufficient explanation for 
the production of such an uneven 
and prolific body of work. Could it 
be that in 1980s Thatcherite Britain, 
academics are seeking solace from 
the hard realities of daily life by 
burying themselves in 'pleasure'? 

It is clear that in the present 
climate, anything with 'desire' or 
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The Post-Partum Document 
(PPD) was conceived as an artwork, 
and exhibited widely throughout 
the late 1970s. It consists of six 
documents produced over a period 
of five years. Several of these have 
now been bought by various Arts 
Councils around the world, thereby 
restricting the likelihood of it being 
shown as a whole again. It thus 
seems appropriate for Mary Kelly to 
have revised her earlier opinion and 
reproduced the complete instal
lation in book form together with its 

'pleasure' in the title, will, like Mills 
and Boon Romances, sell and sell, 
yet in most people's daily lives there 
is undoubtedly a real lack of plea
sure. While there is clearly a need to 
continue our attempts to understand 
the relation between pleasure, sub
jectivity and cultural exchange, 
isn't there also time to acknowledge 
the shared doubts and despairs 
which are prompting us to read and 
produce such an uneven mass of 
words about pleasure? 

Susannah Radstone 

accompanying text. The book also 
includes an introduction by the 
American art critic Lucy Lippard 
and a reprinted selection of review 
articles which consider the work 
both from the perspective of femi
nism, and from that of modernist 
art practice. 

Mary Kelly originally thought of 
the PPD as an attempt to document 
the experience of childbirth and 
child care, to show the dominance of 
the mother-child relationship in 
both socialization and the for
mation of the unconscious. This 
concentration on experience in 
itself marked a break with tra
ditional representations of mother 
and child stemming from madonna 
and child imagery. However, the 
final realization of the PPD 
broached an even more taboo 
subject: the construction of the 
mother's femininity through her 
fantasy life. The development of the 
PPD from 1973 to 1978 closely 
paralleled debates in feminist 
theory, which developed from 
concerns associated with the 
personal experience of conscious
ness-raising groups to more general 
questions concerning the social 
production of the subjective un
conscious and the theorization of 
'sexed subjectivity'. 

To summarize briefly, in Mary 
Kelly's words, the PPD attempted: 

to show the reciprocity of the 
process of socialization in the 
first few years of life. It is not 



only the infant whose future 
personality is formed at this 
crucial moment, but also the 
mother whose 'feminine' 
psychology is sealed by the 
sexual division of labour in 
childcare (Introduction, 1973). 

Each section examines one stage in 
the development of the child's 
consciousness-weaning from the 
breast, learning to speak and 
finally entering a nursery. Each of 
the six documents focuses on a 
fetish object-for example, in 
Documentation I the stained nappy 
liners-in almost obsessive detail. 
Each trace of the baby represents 
one stage in the documentation of 
the mother's sense of lack. 

As an exhibition the PPD was 
divided into two distinct parts: the 
objects and the factual evidence, 
which were hung on the wall in a 
parody of the traditional museum 
format; and the written documen
tation (in the terminology of 
Lacanian psychoanalysis) which 
was hung in a booklet called 
'Footnotes' beside them. For 
example, Documentation III 'An
alysed markings and diary per
spective schema' (1975), shows 
Kelly's (Mary's son) early scriblings 
overlaid with a typed record of 
conversations between him and his 
mother held during the period of 
entry into nursery school, a typed 
transcription of his mother's 'inner 
speech' during the recording, and a 
handwritten revision of the conver
sation written a week later. The 
footnotes give detailed comments 
on the artwork in the third person 
singular, together with the 'meta
discussion' -Experimentum Mentis 
III (Weaning from the Dyad) &
which provides a reading of the 
document in Freudian terms. This 
structure allows for the PPD to be 
read on three levels parallel to 
feminist analysis itself. The viewer 
is asked to negotiate these distinct 
modes of perception. Firstly, by 
immediate personal response (es
pecially in ·relation to the highly 
emotive 'transitional objects' such 
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as the child's handprints in 
Documentation IV). Secondly, by 
questioning socially produced 
subjectivity. Thirdly, by attempting 
to understand the formation of 
psychic structures and unconscious 
processes. 

As an exhibition the PPD thus 
relied heavily on textual material 
(quite apart from the footnotes 
which were physically separated 
from the objects). Written text was 
used as an equivalent to the painted 
mark in fine art, :for its formal 
qualities; while at the same time, by 
by-passing traditional aesthetic 
responses, it suggested that the 
production of self (as woman, 
mother, artist) is primarily an effect 
of one's position in language. In the 
book, however, the physical space 
between the objects (which have 
been reduced in size) and the 
footnotes is diminished creating the 
danger that the former's import
ance may be ignored. In fact, the 
character of the work is trans
formed by its reproduction in book 
form insofar as its self-conscious 
subversion of fine art practice, and 
at the time of the exhibitions, 
scandalous impact, is in part 
weakened by its affinity with its 
new medium. 

The irony here-that in order to 
make her exposition of the fetish
istic character of fine art discourse 
more generally available, Mary 
Kelly has had to reproduce it in a 
form which actually undermines its 
subversive effect-is paralleled by 
the fate of the original work itself in 
the art market. For while it set out to 
combat the fetishistic character of 
commodified representation by 
presenting itself as an on-going, 
cumulative project, the PPD has 
now been appropriated by the art 
market, not merely as a commodity, 
but as a series of commodities for 
sale. Spilt up into its constitutive 
parts, it has been robbed of its 
primary cultural significance. 

The PPD, however, remains a 
challenge. By joining a political 
discourse (in the form of a re-
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working of feminist ideology) to an 
aesthetic discourse it questions the 
bifurcation of art and politics. It 
disrupts the expectation of pleasur
able consumption and recognition 
associated with the fine art tra
dition. As Laura Mulvey pointed 
out in her review (reprinted in the 
book): 

its meaning only truly emerges 
if the work put in by the artist 
is complemented by the work 
put in by the spectator in 
reading the documentation and 
understanding the theories 
(1977). 

Such a challenge has not gone 
unnoticed. The press have taken the 
'its not art' line, while many 
feminists have accused the PPD of 
being 'difficult' and 'obscure'. And 
there is no doubt that it is difficult. 
It does require a lot of work. But its 
publication as a book makes it more 
possible that people will have the 
time and circumstance to do this 
work. 

It is significant that the PPD 

should be published at this moment, 
for when interviewed by Terence 
Maloon, Mary Kelly herself said of 
it: 

I think the most interesting 
reading will be the one that 
follows it, rather than my 
own-that is, the reading the 
Women's Movement will be 
able to make of it in the future, 
in the sense of its 
representation of a particular 
historical movement within the 
Women's Movement, and also 
within the discourse of past 
art. (1978). 

The book enables us to do precisely 
that. 

Caroline Osborne 
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