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Since 2000, October, one of the leading contemporary art academic journals, has published a
collection of hardback books dedicated to the oeuvre of individual artists. A selection of essays
about and interviews with artist Mary Kelly constitutes the fifth book in the series on a female
practitioner (twenty-three volumes published to date). Similar to the journal, October Files
favours scholarly approaches to the works of the selected artists, especially if we compare the
resulting books with other monographic series by publishers like Phaidon or Taschen. In
accordance with this editorial line, Mary Kelly includes only a selected number of black-and-
white images. The minimal inclusion of imagery and absence of detailed descriptions of the works
(particularly given the multi-part, language-based installations by the artist) turns the book
into one mainly directed at readers with a previous familiarity with Kelly’s oeuvre. Nevertheless,
in Mary Kelly we have first-hand access to the artist’s own words about her practice as well as to
engaging interpretations by some of the most well-known feminist art historians and visual
culture experts writing in English today, including Laura Mulvey, Griselda Pollock and Mignon
Nixon, who edits the collection.

The essays and interviews in the book (all but one have been published previously) are organised
not so much chronologically as following the development of Kelly’s artistic trajectory. In this
sense, it seems logical that the first three texts revolve around the Post-Partum Document
(1973–1979), an extremely influential project that early in Kelly’s career turned her work into one
of the most important examples of what Helen Molesworth calls a ‘theory-based feminist
practice’ (p. 24). A six-part analysis of the mother-son relationship based on the artist’s own
personal experience of motherhood, Post-Partum Document includes stained diapers next to
detailed lists of solids ingested; psychoanalytic-inspired diagrams printed over baby vests; and
juxtapositions of the toddler’s scribbles, accounts of his oral language progressions and the
mother-artist’s inner thoughts in a Rosetta Stone-type structure, amongst other elements. The
significance of the Post-Partum Document during the 1970s and its impact on later generations
of artists permeates the whole monograph; however, considerable effort has been made by the
editor not only to contextualise this landmark work but also to consider the evolution of Kelly’s
ideas and projects over the next three-and-a-half decades.

Amongst these ideas is Mary Kelly’s distrust of the term ‘feminist art’ in favour of ‘art informed
by different feminisms’ (p. 75). The wording here is important because it contributes to a number
of objectives including (1) a rejection of labels that tend to ostracise art and artists into
particular categories and (2) a recognition that there is no single model of feminist thinking but
rather that feminism by its very definition is multiple and heterogeneous. With this mind, the
effort made in the present compilation to bring together a variety of perspectives and avoid
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identification of Kelly with a single work or discourse is significant. Beyond the Post-Partum Document,
the collection comprises a number of articles and conversations on subsequent projects, such as Interim
(1984–1989), Gloria Patri (1992) and The Ballad of Kastriot Rexhepi (2001). The construction of female
desire, gender politics in connection to the military, and the impact of language on national and ethnic
identity constitute, respectively, the main topics of these works.

The last two articles in the book are dedicated to two works inspired by different episodes in the history
of feminism: Love Songs (2005–2007) and Mimus (2012). In her essay on Love Songs, Rosalind Deutsche
analyses how the restaging of significant protests in the women’s liberation movement by present-day
activists enables Kelly to discuss the past in a way that ‘neither absolutizes the event nor takes up an
authoritarian position in relation to a younger generation’ (p. 165). Similarly, in the book’s last essay,
Nixon considers how Kelly’s material and aesthetic choices relate to ‘feminism’s histories’ (p. 169) as
well as provide the viewer with cues on how particular experiences might function over time, including in
the present.

In embracing the manifold approaches to the historical moments that constitute what we today
understand as feminism, the book’s two concluding essays align with Mary Kelly’s own preference for a
complex understanding of how art and feminism relate to one another. Thus, the compilation not only
contributes to problematising the definition of ‘feminist art’ but also considers how art’s multiple
perspectives can inform feminism itself: how, for instance, art is able to elicit and bring together
different viewpoints on the debates around the construction of female subjectivity or on the ‘theorization
of female spectatorship’ (p. 99). In keeping with this preference for heterogeneous understandings of art
and feminism, one wonders what younger scholars or others not writing in English are thinking about
Kelly’s work today. Their ideas and analysis might, however, require a different type of publisher.
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