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To Belie the Dragonfly: Elisabeth Subrin’s
Rhetoric of Silence

Elisabeth Subrin’s video The Fancy (2000) is an interpretation of the life of the artist Francesca Woodman. The video
explores the ways in which Woodman’s work and her artistic voice have been kept tightly controlled by the artist’s
estate since her tragic suicide in 1981. Rather than exploring Woodman’s work through traditional biographical tropes
and representations of her photographs (which are under strict copyright protection), Subrin instead uses narrators to
describe the photographs at length, and features filmed recreations of Woodman'’s work using contemporary women.

A narrator in the video relays a haunting story that Woodman'’s father told her as a child, claiming that “a dragonfly
would sew a girl’s lips together if she ever lied.” This singular statement reveals much of the thematic concerns of The
Fancy, and Subrin’s body of work in general. She poignantly explores throughout her films and videos the silencing of
women'’s voices and their desperate struggle to be heard. Woodman's father does not proclaim that the dragonfly will
sew a child’s lips together, but more specifically, a girl’s lips, making the story of the dragonfly an all-too-familiar exhor-
tation. Women should be seen and not heard; their voices must be controlled.

But Subrin defiantly gives women back their voices. Her work deals with women’s personal desire to find their voice
(both literally and metaphorically) and acts as a protest against the suppression of women’s voices by all manner of pa-
triarchal authority. As Subrin notes, “Almost everything I make that deals with feminine language has been a metaphor
for power. Not being able to speak is both a pathology, but also a form of resistance to patriarchal forms.”

Subrin, an artist and filmmaker, considers three of her works—Swallow (1995) , Shulie (1997) , and The Fancy—to be a
trilogy of sorts, dealing with women and “speculative biographies.” Shulie is a shot-by-shot remake of a 1967 docu-
mentary about Shulamith Firestone (fig. 1). Originally created by four male filmmakers, Subrin co-opts their voice as
her own thirty years after the original was made. Then an art student at the Art Institute of Chicago, Shulie would soon
explode onto the feminist scene as a radical leader and author of The Dialectic of Sex. But the moments shown in the film
are before Shulie develops the voice (both oral and authorial) that would make her so famous.

Shulie’s ability to speak is consistently stifled throughout the film. Though clearly intelligent, her bumbling speech
makes her appear unsure of herself, particularly when her work is critiqued by her professors at the Art Institute.
Surrounded by an intimidating, all-male panel, she is vigorously interrogated. Even while insisting she answer their
questions, the instructors simultaneously interrupt her and offer patronizing feedback. They repeatedly call her “so
young!” in an effort to invalidate her voice and experiences, and when she briefly hesitates to say whether a painting
is finished, an irritated professor interjects by stating “it’s not a difficult question.” Despite some half-hearted protests,
Shulie eventually resigns to the panel in defeat. While this scene is disheartening in the original version of the film, the
viewer of Subrin’s 1997 re-interpretation is comforted knowing that Shulie’s voice will not stay suppressed for long.

In The Fancy, and virtually all of Subrin’s work, allusions to mental illness in women are frequent, particularly Freud’s
linkage of women with hysteria. Women diagnosed with hysteria could not be heard, only discredited and viewed

as sick. The Victorian props used by Woodman in her photographs seem to consciously harken back to the heyday of
Freudian hysteria diagnoses. Subrin captures the “psychological, dormant, and dark places” where Woodman'’s photo-
graphs originally took place, and has contemporary women re-enact and repeat them. In Freudian terms, the compul-
sion to repeat is a means to deal with trauma, further alluding to Woodman'’s psychological turmoil. Subrin notes:

“When you look at her work, it’s so clearly about her suffering and she keeps repeating the same idea....If you imagine
the physical actions she was using to make the blurry, beautiful moments in her photos, they look completely hysterical.
I have people enacting those gestures and when they repeat the same kinds of tremoring and twitching as Woodman,
they all look very troubled. There’s a lot of subtext alluding to mental illness there that isn’t really dealt with properly.”

The symbolic role of silence in Subrin’s video is further reiterated by several references to Ronald Reagan in The Fancy.
The viewer hears a voiceover of Reagan giving a speech and Subrin notes that Woodman'’s suicide took place on
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January 19, 1981, the eve of his inauguration. Reagan’s relentless policy of silence in regards to the AIDS crisis is well-

known andwas viewed as a blatant betrayal of leadership. The AIDS awareness organization ACT-UP adopted the slo-
gan “Silence=Death” in response to Reagan’s refusal to acknowledge the crisis. Reagan’s own muteness parallels both

the silencing of Woodman’s voice via her suicide, but also her father’s story regarding the dragonfly and the suppres-

sion of the female voice.

Swallow is the story of two young girls dealing with depression and anorexia nervosa. Anorexia can be linked to
language disorders, and the inability to interpret certain non-verbal cues can make communication difficult. Subrin
believes that “so much of anorexia from the theoretical standpoint is about your relationship to your mother—being
fed—but also, not eating and denying the body has a certain resistance to language.” The idiosyncratic camera tech-
niques, disjointed cuts, and long periods of silence used in Subrin’s work helps the viewer understand the mental con-
fusion of the characters and the ways in which language becomes problematic for them.

In one scene from Swallow, a girl is shown taping a magic marker to the end of a gun and using it to slowly write the
words “Dear Mom and Dad.” The power—and also danger—of language is visible in this one act, making the gun both
an empowering tool and a phallic interjection on the girl’s words. She is shown multiple times in the video pushing a
microphone ever further away, a self-denial of voice mirroring the self-denial of food in anorexia. But gestures such as
these are also left ambiguous- is this a defiant, rebellious act, or dangerous self-censorship?

Earlier in the video, the same girl is shown using white-out to cross through words in a large stack of books. The diffi-
culties of language are further referenced by the dictionary that appears unopened on the girl’s desk. As she meticulous-
ly counts her calories for the day, the noise of the pencil is exaggerated, almost deafening. Typewriters and telephones
are shown, but she is never able to use them to communicate. She tries to type with a pen held in her mouth, and even
by clumsily banging a hammer on the keyboard. Subrin herself is shown screaming into a microphone, but you cannot
hear her no matter how vigorously she yells. The narrator of the piece yells the words “she wore brown corduroys and

a blue sweater in the middle of July!” She repeats the phrase incessantly at different volumes and with different inflec-
tions, yet the implication is that her words are never heard.

Books, toys, and even a drawing of a woman’s uterus are clearly labeled in Swallow. The girl’s need for archival organi-
zation is a desire for knowledge and control of language. But that very archival system symbolically omits women from
the power of language. Like the uterine drawing, women are there only to be studied and examined by the patriarchal
authority of the archive.

Subrin openly declares herself a feminist artist, without feeling limited by the term. Yet she understands that many
contemporary women resist the feminist label and associate it with radical, militant practice. “What’s so sad about that
definition,” decries Subrin, “is that it’s from the position of men. It's feminism as defined by men.” When asked what
young women artists today can do to help de-stigmatize the word, Subrin replied simply, but powerfully:

“Tust use it. Just use the word.”

Subrin’s statement reiterates the power of language and the need to metaphorically “belie the dragonfly.” It is impera-
tive that these dictates used to control women’s voices by those in positions of power (such as Woodman's father) are
exposed as false and damaging. The compulsion to repeat can go beyond its Freudian associations with trauma. The
repetition of language itself can be transformative, reinforcing its own power through each and every repeated utter-
ance, if only that language is not suppressed.

Elisabeth Subrin is represented by The Video Databank. For more information, visit elisabethsubrin.com.

Works directed by Elizabeth Subrin that are referenced in this essay include: “The Fancy” (2000), video. 36:00; “Swal-
low” (1995), video. 28:00 and ‘Shulie (1997), super 8/ 16mm. 37:00.

The author interviewed Elisabeth Subrin on Oct. 23, 2013 and she cited an article by Nancy Zucker, et. al., “Perception
of Affect in Biological Motion Cues in Anorexia Nervosa.” International Journal of Eating Disorders vol. 46 no. 1, Jan.
2013.
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