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“Gender is but the instance of a larger regulatory operation of power.”
 Scholar Judith Butler sees gender as a social construct or a norm that is perpetuated by people in society who accept their role and perform up to it. Within the performance of gender lies a certain legitimacy of what is considered masculine and feminine as each regulates and plays up to each other. No one is truly masculine or feminine, but each performs to the gender that they assume and/or are designated with after birth. As women fought for equal rights, a certain naïveté came about as men feared that women would become just like men and lose their femininity because women were suppose to act a certain way.  According to Butler, “Gender is not exactly what one ‘is’ nor is it precisely what one ‘has’.”
 Our bodies have defined our gender: phallus/male, vagina/female. The concept of gender as a performance has become evident in works of art and more specifically in the photographic works of Cindy Sherman. “The medium of photography yields the perfect arena for the play of gender and sexuality . . .  Photography’s strong aura of realism and objectivity promotes a fantasy of total gender transformation, or conversely allows the articulation of incongruity between the posing body and its assumed costume.”
 Cindy Sherman takes on an image in the choice of wardrobe, hairstyle, and makeup that she uses in her photographs, which become a “theater within a theater” where each one of these images is constructed and becomes an identity.
  Sherman explores the identities of various women in her Untitled Film Stills series. These characters of women make us question what we consider women to be in relation to society and the photographs themselves, and together they illustrate that gender is a performance.


In Judith Williamson’s essay, Images of “Woman”: The Photography of Cindy Sherman, she comments, “Sherman’s pictures force upon the viewer the elision of image and identity which women experience all the time: as if the sexy black dress made you be a femme fatale, whereas ‘femme fatale’ is, precisely, an image…”
 What is meant by this is that women (more so than men) are faced with a difficult choice with identity especially in the choice of clothing as it will reiterate a certain identity or social code of a particular woman. Sherman’s photographs make the viewer reconsider what constitutes a ‘woman,’ not through the outer presence of those depicted in the photographic space, but from the viewer’s own introspection.  In her Untitled Film Still series, Sherman plays with a certain visual style that appropriates a femininity of an earlier particular time, either the damsel in distress or the woman lost. Through this process the woman is constructed in the images through social signifiers of what makes a ‘woman’.
 

Amelia Jones in her essay for the retrospective of Cindy Sherman, Tracing the Subject with Cindy Sherman, bases Sherman’s work around the projective eye or gaze as it is more commonly known. She lays out, “three ways in which its victims take their place relative to it: they internalize this penis-like eye, constructing themselves as passive effects of its propulsive force; they aggressively enact themselves according to the very rules it has established; or they confuse its potentially disempowering effect by throwing the gaze back on the viewer.”
 It is through this process of performance in Sherman’s work that she is able to breakdown the codification of the projective gaze. The viewer reads the picture and eventually reads into the picture. Through this reading of the images, the viewer reiterates what is culturally and socially known as femininity through mannerism and dress. The viewer becomes an accomplice to the social renderings of what composes a woman. Williamson states, “In a way it is innocent: you are guilty, you supply the femininity through social and cultural knowledge,” a sentiment with which Butler would agree. The recognition of one or all of these women as a character shows that they already exist and are all ‘essentially feminine,’ but that they’re all different, as well, thus proving that the concept of ‘essentially feminine’ does not exist. By naming them film stills, Sherman evokes an imagined narrative within her work. With this narrative comes an effect of the feminine being acted upon.
 She later goes on to say that this is a deconstruction of one of the images from an assortment that we put on women. It is within these images, however, that Sherman further deconstructs the image and identity and forces the viewer to reconstruct from the lexicon of feminine identities.
 Women who view her work might not necessarily buy into the image as a true to life representation of themselves because it is not a true vision of women, but on the other hand, male viewers might accept the image as such. And thus femininity as a character has just been performed. How one comes to these conclusions is the learned cultural knowledge of what attributes a woman should have and act as. Our understanding of each picture is found in our heads through stereotypes and assumptions, and it is through this recognition that we come to see how an ideology works ‘not by undoing, but by doing’.
 

This series of works, as well as many other Sherman images, plays with the idea of a woman playing a woman, or a woman in drag. If Sherman depicted herself in all of these photographs it would be one woman’s identity instead of playing with the notion of how women are depicted and how they should be defined. But what Williamson finds to be the real story is not only the woman, but femininity itself. In all of the images, either clear or unclear, femininity is explored through fear, suspicion, vulnerability, anxiety, and uncertainty but this image is imaginary and fragmented and found in “the social fabric of our thoughts and feelings.”
  This stressing of femininity shows it for what it really is: not only as a false social construct, but also as a binary for the other social construct, masculinity. “It is so important to stress the difference not because ‘femininity’ is just a bad false two dimensional construct that is forced upon us (even if it feels that way) but precisely because, ultimately, it isn’t any one thing at all. It can only exist in opposition to something else, like one half of a seesaw.”
 Femininity exists as a binary to masculinity. 


“Sherman…dissolves herself into exaggerated and so apparently fake femininity.”
 A woman playing a ‘woman’ seems somewhat redundant as far as visual interpretation is concerned, but it is through this doubling effect of femininity that it makes itself seem “constructed” and “strange”.
 By putting herself in the photographs in which she performs, Sherman proves that femininity is an effect that gives way to an illusion, “The way the later images move towards, not simply sexual ambiguity (as if that were an identity) but a juxtaposing of ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ identities, seems to demolish once and for all the idea that either of these is something that can be fully inhabited…”
 As we see Sherman performing and taking on the identity of other women, the notion of cross dressing comes to mind. The formal name for someone who usually dresses in clothing of the opposite gender is a transvestite. “He or she may wear one item of clothing of the opposite sex in a fetishistic way or may enjoy wearing a full outfit, from wig to high heels.”
  Although Sherman is not of the opposite sex in the Untitled Film Stills, she is playing off the notion of gender performativity that one finds in transvestites or in drag as it is commonly known now.  In her book, Transvestites & Transsexuals, Deborah Feinbloom states that “one must always remember the assumption of setting--a time, a place, and an audience. In various settings the same act can have multiple and different meanings.”
  She uses a couple of examples in which a man who wears female clothing for a role in a play is not considered a transvestite anymore than a man who wears female clothing to a costume party. Feinbloom finds that we never question one’s sexuality because we usually make an assumption based on the external appearance of a person. She also finds that these notions of sex are made at birth and are reinforced throughout our lives, as Judith Butler also believes.
 

The performance of drag has come to have a “camp” aesthetic.  Scholar Richard Docter finds that people in drag violate the societal rules of gender conformity.
 A person is expected to present themselves consistent with their anatomical sex and are not suppose to be ambiguous. (Docter, 4) Through research he has found that there is an incompatible difference between someone’s anatomical sex and their gender identity. He agrees with Judith Butler, finding gender to be a “hypothetical construct.”
  Docter also raises another fascinating idea of cross dressing as a temporary escape or avoidance of stress and boredom. Those who dress in drag are trying to satisfy something within themselves that they see in others. These issues related to drag are reiterated in Sherman’s photographic works. Perhaps the artist identifies with all of these women or none of them.


With the works that came directly after Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills, there seems to be a certain androgyny. Dualism arises in the pictures that either make the image very masculine or very feminine. Some might say that this type of performance in the artwork might reiterate the notions of what is feminine. Amelia Jones states that, “Sherman’s entire body of work performs the sexual subject as an effect of the other (the ‘fleshed’ body/self whose identity is a projection of its embodied and desiring observers.” The gendered performance of the body as a subject is situated through the other.”
  This reliance on the other binds the notions it is trying to take apart. But by inhabiting all these identities, Sherman puts herself in control of her identity outside of a social construct.                 


According to Judith Butler, the body, in its performativity, is a type of speech or language. Sherman’s drag performance reiterates that the impersonation of the masculine or the feminine can be assumed.  As for taking on these identities, Sherman provides us with the idea that anyone can be all of them, or none. This proves that gender is something that can be performed because of its transferability. There is no point in continuing the exploration because the true ‘woman’ does not exist. And in the works following the films stills, we begin to see an ambiguity of gender or androgyny. The construction of the binary is, therefore, purely dependent on each other and totally interchangeable as is made visible in the photographic works of Cindy Sherman
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