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1. INTRODUCTORY TEXT
Baginen. Painters, weavers, ceramists, sculptors, illustrators, dressmakers... There have always been creative women. However, few have been acknowledged in the history of art. Since the emergence of the discipline in the 18th century, this absence has been attributed to female traits and biology, the basis for the arguments being that women lost their creative ability once they had children or that their emotional nature meant they were incapable of achieving excellence of reasoning. Over recent years, artworks by many women have come to the fore, and it has become clear that what was considered “a problem with women” is in fact “a problem with the history of art”. What was the rationale behind women being excluded from the history of art?
Museums and public collections play an important role in this rationale. They ensure that certain artists are promoted and they drive forward research; likewise, they have the ability to reaffirm or question canonical discourse. After centuries as part of the patriarchal discourse, many museums are reflecting on their current role in this system.
Bagara. This exhibition ties in with the reflection taking place. We have gathered works by women from the collections of the San Telmo Museum and Gipuzkoa Provincial Council to not only exhibit them but to encourage reflection around the reasons why many of them are unknown. Some say that women were not part of the history of art when in fact we are. They say we were not in museums, but we are.
How is a collection put together?
2. We assume that a museum collection is a strictly coherent group of artworks. On the contrary, the process of assembling a collection is a winding road that addresses many factors related to the history of each institution. The pieces in the San Telmo Museum are from different sources, and this determines its character. 
In the early years, the collection was built primarily from donations by artists and summer visitors, and none of the pieces were by women. The first piece by a female artist – Malinowska – was acquired in 1919.
3. When the San Telmo Museum opened its doors in 1902 it relied on donations from artists, local people and summer visitors. Of these donations, not one was a piece by a woman. In 1939, the museum acquired Frutas y flores (Fruit and Flowers), by Julia Alcayde Montoya. The piece was likely gifted by the artist in her legacy. Though the museum began systematic procurement of works by women from the year 2000, donation was still the standard way of including women in the collection.
4. In those early years, the Prado Museum in Madrid occasionally loaned pieces to the San Telmo Museum, among them works by female artists. One of the first pieces on loan was a monumental three-metre painting by Elena Brockman. This piece by Yksen entered the collection in 1940 at the request of director Fernando del Valle Lersundi. These pieces were not on show in the Prado Museum when they were loaned. As the latter’s interests changed, however, it sometimes requested that the pieces be returned, as was the case in 2020 with the painting by Emilia Menassade.
5. Pieces by artists in receipt of grants or prizes played a big role in the collection. Esne-saltzailearen gurdia (The Milkwoman’s Cart), by Maite Rocandio, joined the collection when the artist won the Christmas Contest in 1958-59. One of the conditions of such institutional contests was that the winning piece be gifted to the collection, thus enriching the public heritage and legitimising the artists. 
6. In pursuit of legitimacy. The Female Painters Competition
Contests are effective instruments for artists to secure financial support and prestige. Of the various contests in Gipuzkoa in the 20th century, the longest-running was the Novel Artists Contest between 1920 and 1959, plus an extra edition in 1977. The Christmas Contest was highly significant in the 1950s, and the Basque Painting Competition subsequently picked up the baton between 1965 and 1974. In 1982, the Gure Artea award was established. The exhibitions organised to coincide with the awards had a huge impact and were a fantastic opportunity to promote the artists.
There were, however, notable hierarchies between the various contests, as the Female Painters of Gipuzkoa Competition, held between 1969 and 1981, shows. The fact that participation was exclusively for women meant less promotion, a smaller prize and less prestige. The level of competition was also lower, and the chances of winning high. In that sense, this contest was hugely important in enabling many women to take forward their artistic career. 
That the contest was limited only by the gender of the participants led to huge diversity, ranging from amateurs working on traditional themes and techniques to several high-level entries. Some examples include Sarraila (Lock), a piece by Marta Cárdenas bordering on abstraction, along with Natura itsasadarretan (Estuary Nature), by Victoria Montolivo, highlighting the influence of environmentalism, and Bakarrik (Alone), by Coro Acarreta, clearly influenced by Francis Bacon.
7. Who is this piece by?
For some time, the research into works by female artists has been limited and superficial compared to the male case. This also hampers current research, since the researcher in this field struggles with a lack of cataloguing and bibliographies. The problem also affects the authorship of the pieces: added to the lack of research is the fact that women’s condition as artists was called into question, leading in turn to their work often being attributed to one of their male relatives with the same surname.   Such was the case for this copy by Inocencia Arangoa, attributed for a long time to her brother. 
8. Women’s artistic education
Bourgeois women’s education encompassed art and creativity. Women of this class were preferably good painters and musicians so as to meet the female ideal in social gatherings, but they were expected to remain amateurs. Many women from other social classes who could not receive such an education adopted other creative professions more suited to their gender. For example, many were professional dressmakers or embroiderers. In their case, however, their work was not considered art, and their names have thus been forgotten.
9. Art as a profession
Though being a professional artist was beyond the possibilities of most women, some did manage to make a living from their art. The case of the sisters Blanche Hennebutte and Hélène Feillet is significant. They exploited the tourism boom in Biarritz and San Sebastián in the 19th century by creating charming picture cards of both cities which they sold to summer visitors. In doing so, they turned art into their profession.
10. Opening doors
Various women attempted to integrate into the artistic system in the early decades of the 20th century. The achievements of some opened doors to those that followed and caught the attention of their contemporaries. These four cases, pending investigation, are a basic indicator of everything yet to be examined.
11. Asun García Asarta (1905-1986)
 “Artista aski interesgarri honen teknika pertsonala eta jakinduriaz beterikoa da” 
(“This extremely interesting artist has a personal and wise technique”)
J. Luno (Estanislao María de Aguirre), 1920
Daughter of the painter Inocencio García Asarta, she had the opportunity to study at home and her talent soon became evident. She exhibited at the Association of Basque Artists in Bilbao in 1920, aged just 15. Male painters of the period highlighted her potential, and the painting by Guezala shows that she was genuinely seen as a painter.  The critics, on the other hand, claimed she painted secondary themes, particularly images and portraits of children. Such themes were traditionally selected by women owing to the environment around them.
12. Victoria Malinowska
“Malinowskaren lanek ez dirudite emakumearen lanak direnik loreak pintatzen dituen arren”.
(“Malinowska’s pieces do not seem like the work of a woman, even when she paints flowers”.)
J. Blanco Coris, El Heraldo, 1918
Though unknown today, this Polish artist achieved renown in the Basque Country and Madrid between 1918 and 1925. The First World War brought her from Paris and she was well received by critics, exhibiting in the halls of El Pueblo Vasco in San Sebastián and of the Association of Basque Artists in Bilbao, as well as in the Modern Art Museum and the Fine Arts Circle of Madrid. Her early works showed modernist traits but she adapted her style to suit her clients’ tastes after she was forced to make a living from painting. Hence, she travelled to Biarritz in the 1920s to paint portraits of wealthy tourists.
13. Inocencia Arangoa (1884-1935)
“Inocencia Arangoa andereñoak badu aski gaitasun inoiz bilakatzeko merezitako fama daukaten margolari horietako bat” 
(“Miss Inocencia Arangoa is on her way to one day ranking among rightly famous painters”) (Manuel de Castro, 1901).
When Inocencia Arangoa applied to sit the entrance exam for a place in the Spanish Academy in Rome in 1901, she was qualified enough: she studied painting with Pradilla in Madrid with grant funding from San Sebastián City Hall in 1899, she was official copyist for the Prado Museum, and she was selected for the National Exhibition that same year. Despite all this, her request was denied because she was a woman. Several voices defended her in the press, including artists of both sexes. Under pressure, the commission reversed its decision and Arangoa became the first woman to participate. Though ultimately unsuccessful, this artist from San Sebastián broke down one of the barriers that the artistic system put in women’s way.
14. Nicasia Madariaga (1897-1970)
“It was a shame that her social circumstances prevented her from moving actively in artistic circles”. She would, undoubtedly, have achieved the fame she deserved”.
Nicolás Alzola “Bitaño”
Nicasia Madariaga is an example of a Bourgeois painter who remained an amateur. According to written sources by one of her students, her lack of involvement in the artistic scene of the time was down to her being part of the upper class. Despite participating in exhibitions of the Association of Basque Artists in Bilbao, she worked as a teacher in Mañaria and rejected other possible career choices.   A disciple of the Costumbrista painter Antonio Lekuona, she developed a highly personal style that drew on the Impressionist trend and aligned with the first pre-avant-garde schools from Paris.
15. I, artist 
In 1548, Catharina van Hemessen from Flanders was the first female artist to depict herself in front of an easel. This iconography constituted support for the profession and for identity, and though women continued to use it, the three-quarter figure of the elegantly-attired male painter standing before the canvas became the norm. Such was the case in Las Meninas, by Velázquez, or our local artist Ascensio Martiarena who taught several generations (including numerous women). In the 20th century, however, many women expressed the need for other formats for their self-portraits and claimed a new and often critical imaginary.
16.  María Paz Jiménez added ghosts that threatened the classical structure. Did the artist wish to express vestiges of personal experiences, the voices of disdain that tortured her as a female artist, or doubts about the piece itself?
17. Rosa Valverde becomes a dreamlike figure with separated torso and arm, as though one part of the body is looking from afar at what the other is doing. Though the figure is divided, however, she paints it without ever denying her condition as an artist.
18. Pintore emakumearen ofizioak (Female Painter Trade), by Carmen Maura, provides a clear synopsis of the burdens on female artists: in addition to showing domestic tasks that prevent them from being full-time artists, she provides an ironic perspective on the iconography women are expected to use.
19. Providing body
The body is what ensures a person is present. Our bodies make us visible and enable us to live. For women, the body has conditioned our way of living, our role in society and the way in which we are seen. Other people’s gazes have shaped and created us; we have been constructed from the gazes of others. 
Notwithstanding precedents such as Esther Ferrer, in the 1990s female artists began creating more conscious representations of their bodies from different perspectives, spurred on by the growing strength of feminism in the years prior. Bodies stormed into exhibitions halls, but very few pieces made the leap into museum collections, and evidence of the significance of this trend faded.
20. Family portraits
Since the beginnings of the academies, paintings of flowers have been considered a female genre for a variety of reasons. For example, since flowers were associated with simplicity, they were considered an appropriate subject for women.   The primary reason, however, was that women were prevented from painting nudes and therefore had a limited number of themes from which to choose. Still life was an accessible option. Women were “tied” to the home owing to their social situation and flowers provided two advantages: the paintings were usually small, and the subject was usually at hand. 
It is therefore no surprise that women painted not only flowers but other domestic items, including chairs belonging to family members, for example. Though the themes were undervalued and considered female because of the iconography, the pieces themselves have rich and intense artistic characteristics and tell us much about the restrictions these women artists faced.
21. (De)constructing categories
The roosters painted by Irene Laffitte caught the critics’ eye, and the response was unanimous: it was unbelievable that a woman could create such a masculine work. Violent, aggressive brushstrokes filled with substance; striking, strong and contrasting colours; disfigured, rough forms... All of these characteristics were, for a long time, associated with male art. Women, on the other hand, were expected to produce gentle surfaces, complete forms, and light and calming colours.
There is no biological explanation for these characteristics being considered masculine or feminine, only a cultural one. Society judges forms differently when created by a man or by a woman. While Laffitte’s were masculine, the works of Amable Arias or Sistiaga were not described as feminine but poetic or lyrical. What this reveals is the ambiguity of these concepts and the capacity of each to cast disdain or confer praise.
22. Not everything was abstraction
Though the history of art and institutionalisation have provided a platform for abstract sculpture, figurative painting has always had a crucial presence in the Basque Country. It was more popular among women; often they were encouraged into it on account of it being a more suitable language for women than abstraction. In the 1970s and 80s, however, figurativism and particularly the oneiric trend became more widespread among artists in general.
23. (With the piece by Mari Puri Herrero)
Mari Puri Herrero is an important figure in this trend. She studied in Madrid, the Netherlands and Paris and since 1971 has created pieces drawing on symbolism. Her work is in several collections and she is mentioned in many books on Basque art. By contrast, she is a clear example of how little research has been carried out into women artists: since 1986, she has had no solo exhibitions in a public museum, and there is no catalogue or monograph on her work. 
24. Victoria Montolivo and Basterretxea
Mythology played a powerful role in artistic creation in Gipuzkoa. The members of the Gaur group have a strong connection to this area though the figurative representation – at times linked to feminism – of this imaginary by various female artists has enjoyed less attention. Victoria Montolivo, for example, opted for mother gods and witches for her work, using them as images of strong women connected to nature.
25. Different perceptions of geometry
Around the 1980s, different and interesting trends evolved in Basque art. Of these, one historiographical winner was the geometric trend in museum collections that emerged as a result of direct influence by Oteiza. The trend at the time took its name from the exhibitions by the Geométricos vascos (Basque Geometries) collective though it was rewritten in history as a form of new Basque sculpture. This reductionist label limited knowledge of artistic production in the 1980s to male sculptors working in this field and to a few prevalent names. The geometric trend was in fact richer and much more varied. The recent exhibitions on María Luisa Fernández and Elena Mendizabal are testament to this, as are the Obra zuriak (blank works) by Inés Medina. 
26. Dialogues
Innovation in artistic language in the 1980s happened not only in the Basque Country but across Spain with the rise of new forms and concepts. Among that generation were important female artists. The San Telmo Museum addressed this trend in several exhibitions in the early 1990s. The works shown became part of the collection, at times before those by local artists. Today, these works help us to understand the dialogue between local and foreign experimentation.
27. The explosion in the 1990s 
As the disciplines of former years waned, the proliferation of artistic practices opened up the landscape through to the 1990s. Hybrid forms predominated, new materials emerged – as shown in the work of Gema Intxausti – and video gradually took a leading role, often alongside performativity, such as in the work of Itziar Okariz. Pieces by many of the artists from that time are now starting to enter museum collections, although many of the practices were experimental and short-lived and are therefore more difficult to collect. As a result, they risk being left out of historiography altogether.
Artists in Gipuzkoa had an important nexus where they could delve into experimentation: Arteleku. This institution in San Sebastián provided artists from the new generation with creation spaces, courses, collaborative workshops and events, and influenced artistic education for the following decade. It was also an important feminism hub for many women artists and a welcoming space that opened a door that was not assured in other areas. 
28. The professionalism trap
What does it mean to be a professional artist? The answer to this seemingly simple question is more complex than you might think. If being professional means being remunerated for our activity and being able to make a living from it, most of those whom we consider professional artists would not make the grade. Very few artists make a living from exhibiting and selling their work in the Basque Country. So, what does it actually mean to be a professional artist? 
When we say professional artist, we all think of accepted, prominent figures within the art system. It is no coincidence that most of these are men. By contrast, there are those who make a living from their art but do not have professional artist status. In many cases, these are women. Ana Mari Parra, for example, has painted official portraits for Gipuzkoa Provincial Council for years, Laura Esteve has created important design pieces, and Asun Balzola and Elena Odriozola are internationally renowned illustrators. Many women have taught art their entire lives but received no formal recognition in the art system. We should therefore question whether the notion of professionalism is but one more category used to exclude creative women.

