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LUANA TESTA

Women's Hands”

Female Art: A Story of Upheaval?

v ABSTRACT The aim of this article is to analyze the historical and
philosophical ideas that led women to oblivion or to struggle to
have access to the arts. In human history, women have not always
been limited to achieve high profile social roles. During the Late
Middle Ages many women attempted to free themselves from the
roles imposed by classic and religious culture. That time was
characterized by harsh conflicts which often ended in repression
and ad hoc laws. However, it was also a time that laid the
foundation for women'’s realization and a new conception of the
man-woman relationship. Two centuries later, the patriarchal
culture, supported by a ruthless alliance between religious and
philosophical ideas, led them to a new time of oppression.

I would like to start this discussion by diving into the past. ‘Women’s hands” which
gives this article its title, refers to the discovery made by the American archeologist
Dean Snow. He revealed that most of the handprints found in prehistorical caves
belonged to women.! His finding brought into question historians’ beliefs about the
female role in cave painting. As a result, archeologists hypothesized that at the dawn
of humanity, men and women had equal roles in life. However, when archeology was
born, this idea could have never been conceptualized due to the existence of multiple
stereotypes about social organization in prehistorical times. This is what the French
historiographer Maryléne Patou-Mathis proposes in her recent publication L’homme
préhistorique est aussi une femme — Une histoire de l'invisibilité des femmes.> She believes
that the culture of the time had strongly affected researchers’ interpretation. When
prehistorical scientific studies were first carried out, Positivism had already negatively

* The Author wishes to thank Ilaria Rocchi for the translation of this work.

1 Studies carried out by the biologist John Manning contributed to this discovery. By using morphometric
measurements and algorithmic calculation, the researcher established that 75% of handprints belonged to
women.

Snow, ‘Sexual dismorphism in Upper Paleolithic hand stencils) pp. 390-404; Snow, ‘Sexual dismorphism in
European Upper Paleolithic Cave Art), pp. 746—61.
2 Patou-Mathis, La preistoria é donna. Una storia dell invisibilita delle donne.

Women in Arts, Architecture and Literature: Heritage, Legacy and Digital Perspectives, ed. by Consuelo Lollobrigida
and Adelina Modesti, Women in the Arts: New Horizons, 1 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2023), pp. 303-314
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