
  
  

In 1977 three Austin women artists—Rita Starpattern, Deanna Stevenson, and Carol Taylor— 
planted the seeds that grew into Women and Their Work (W&TW), one of Austin’s most enduring 
visual arts organizations. They produced the organization’s impressive inaugural event Women 
and Their Work (Oct 13 to Dec 2), a multi-disciplined festival that showcased women working in 
the visual, literary, and performing arts at numerous city-wide venues.   
  
The story of W&TW is foremost one of community. Many hands and minds, along with time and 
energy contributed to the development of the organization. This document, compiled by 
original members of the W&TW Exhibition Committee, was written to contribute additional 
information about the early history of the organization. It details the critical years, 1977-1980, 
when the organization would determine its path and goals. Under the leadership of Rita 
Starpattern, and with the support of other organizations in Austin, the Exhibition Committee 
worked tirelessly to ensure that W&TW would grow in scope and national visibility by elevating 
opportunities for women in the arts in Texas.   
  
At the end of 1977, and the completion of 30 festival events, a close friend of Starpattern (and 
an original member of the W&TW board), Mary Sanger recalls, “Rita was pretty tired of the battle 
over decision making and wanted a more formal structure to be able to move forward for 
grants, public funding, etc. The Exhibition Committee stepped up and addressed her angst and 
W&TW went forward for the next 40 years.”   
  
The beginning of a new organizational process originated with an informal meet-up between 
Starpattern and Claudia Reese, who had recently moved to Austin from Washington DC. 
Seeking to engage with the “Austin art scene,” and looking specifically for a women’s arts 
organization similar to those she experienced in DC, Reese contacted Starpattern. “I remember 
sitting in Rita’s kitchen telling her I’d just moved from Washington DC where I’d been a member 
of a women's gallery and the Washington Project for the Art”, explained Reese. “Rita told me of 
the impressive events of the recent festival and about her hard work with Stevenson and Taylor. 
Things were now at a standstill, and Rita was exhausted. She seemed weary and not much 
inclined to start up again--kind of rolling her eyes at the east coast newcomer. But generously, 
she said, ‘call Barbara Sturgill and let’s have another meeting.’ The three of us decided to invite 
all the women artists we could locate in Austin, dividing up phone lists in a call for a larger 
meeting, which took place one evening in early May 1978, at artist and critic Mary McIntyre’s 
(later known as Mary Myart Malott) house in central Austin. It was well attended and out of this 
assembly, a small group coalesced.”   
  
This new group of energetic women were eager to continue expanding the possibilities for 
women visual artists in the state of Texas. The artists joining Rita Starpattern and Claudia Reese 
were Yvonne Burke, Carol Ivey, Melissa W. Miller, Mary Pillot, Linda Stanton, Barbara Sturgill, 
Deborah Vanko, and Millie Wilson. Discussions concerning the promotion of women’s visibility 
and the future of the organization began immediately. However, it was determined that the first 
objective should be to provide support for each other, expand dialogue through studio visits and 
meetings, and develop opportunities to exhibit locally in Austin. This core group—initially referred 
to in various publications as the Planning Committee, the Visual Arts Committee, and the 
Steering Committee—eventually became known as the W&TW Exhibition Committee.i   
In spring 1979 the group curated Vital Signs, an exhibition of their work. Among the exhibition 
goals was to establish the committee’s credibility and profile as working artists. Starpattern is 
quoted as saying, “The exhibition is an effort to let the public know that members of the 
committee responsible for decisions concerning the visual arts for the various W&TW events are 
themselves serious, competent and involved artists.” The show was exhibited at Aperture Gallery 
in Austin, TX, and received local and national attention. It was reviewed in the prominent art 



magazine Artweek. The success of this show gave the members confidence to imagine and 
undertake larger and more ambitious projects.   
  
Following that success, the W&TW Exhibition Committee focused on formalizing a structure for 
the organization. They began actively lobbying state organizations and museums for more 
female inclusion and worked to establish models that would guide women artists in career 
development and activism. The Exhibition Committee drafted a grant proposal for a juried 
exhibition, Woman-In-Sight. The show would solicit entries from women across Texas. Funding 
would support preparation of an exhibition space, a fee for a juror, and general expenses for 
publicity and production. Nationally renowned curator Marcia Tucker, formerly at the Whitney 
Museum of American Art and founder/director of the New Museum of Art in NYC, was recruited 
to jury the exhibition. The proposal was granted by the Texas Commission for the Arts and 
scheduled for Oct 27-Dec 9, 1979.  
   
Given the paucity of art exhibition spaces available in Austin at the time, the Exhibitions 
Committee searched for a venue that would support the exhibition criteria. A raw space in the 
former Naval and Marine Reserve Center, recently donated to the city and re-named the 
Dougherty Cultural Arts Center, was selected. They rolled up their sleeves and spent countless 
hours cleaning and clearing the space, constructing and painting walls and pedestals. They 
negotiated with the city to install track lighting in the space. Later they prepared and installed 
the work. In the words of Susan Platt, writing for Artweek, the Committee “…established a 
precedent setting relationship with the city of Austin. The Dougherty Arts Center had been 
converted in 1977 from a decrepit Naval armory with snakes living in the hallways. Women and 
Their Work took the whole public space, arranged to install track lighting, got the city to install 
partitions, and—presto!—one of the nicest exhibition spaces in Austin.”  
  
Simultaneously, the Exhibition Committee was in charge of state-wide publicity for the exhibition. 
This involved networking with other organizations to reach women artists with the “Call for 
Entries”.  Together, they blanketed arts newsletters, newspapers, public service announcements, 
and art educators with the opportunity to have their work reviewed by Tucker. More than 400 
artists submitted a total of 1,300 slides.  
  
In addition to preparing the exhibition space and organizing the entries, Rita and the Exhibition 
Committee established a statewide mailing list, printed and assembled the catalogue to 
accompany the show, produced and mailed invitations, and networked to solicit publicity for 
the show and the women artists of Texas in a pre-digital, pre-Internet world. The event was a 
success and helped pave the way for many women to further their careers in Texas and 
nationally.   
  
Before sending the entries to Marcia Tucker in New York, the Exhibitions Committee hosted a  
well-attended slide viewing event at the Dougherty Cultural Art Center to publicly show all of the 
entries, thus giving voice and acknowledgement to every woman who submitted to the show. 
Sydney Yeager recalls the significance of the event to her:  
  

“It was so meaningful to me to be invited by Carol Ivey and Melissa Miller. I didn’t 
have work in the slide show. It was much too early and my work too unfocussed 
for me to submit slides, but just being invited to see the work, and being exposed 
to what was being done was hugely important to me. And the simple invitation 
made all the difference.”  

  
Subsequently, a first selection of works was made by Tucker. Those works were then organized by 
the committee and displayed on-site for her final round of jurying.  
  



Working closely with Starpattern, the Exhibition Committee provided the energy behind W&TW 
activity in the short but important time span from early 1978 thru1979. This included Woman-
InSight, a statewide juried exhibition. The efforts of the ten women Exhibition Committee 
provided a vital link in the organization’s continuum and the promotion of greater gender 
equality in the arts in Texas.   
  
The W&TW experience enriched and energized them personally and collectively. The skills and 
knowledge gained informed their art careers. Most importantly, they learned the value of 
dreaming big, the reward of community building, and the power of women working together 
and supporting each other. Melissa Miller states:   
  

“Those years of teamwork and building were a time of growth, not only for the 
organization, but for the individual members of our committee as well. With 
continuous dialogue and critical response to the work in our exhibitions, we 
gained insight that benefited our personal practices. By combining individual 
knowledge and strength, we developed networking skills, learned to balance 
personal career with social service, challenged each other to set high goals and 
standards, and advocated for women’s acknowledgement in the arts. The 
shared experience also resulted in lifelong friendships and bonds.”   

  
By 1980, W&TW was thriving with a successful track record of exhibitions, publications, and 
events. With funding from the City of Austin, the Texas Commission for the Arts, the Parks and 
Recreation, and private donations, the organization was well positioned. With a sense of pride 
and accomplishment, the Exhibition Committee members ceased to work as a group, though 
several of the members continued to work with or support the organization in numerous ways.   
  
The surviving Exhibition Committee members submitting this document are grateful for the 
opportunity to share their history. We wish to thank the past and present boards of W&TW for the 
generous gifts of time and effort, and Chris Cowden for her many years of unflagging 
commitment, exceptional leadership, and strengthening of the organization and its profile. We 
also congratulate W&TW on the purchase of their first permanent home and look forward to 
watching the organization’s continued growth and service.  
 
-Carol Ivey, Melissa Miller, Claudia Reese 
January 11, 2021 
 
Mary Pillot, Linda Stanton, Deborah Vanko, Millie Wilson 
February 9, 2021 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Timeline   
  

● October 2 -December 2, 1977, Multi-Media Art Festival & Celebration of Women & Their 
Work Including Drama, Dance, Music & the Visual Arts   

● October 13-December 2, 1977, Women & Their Work: Painting and Graphics Exhibition, 
Laguna Gloria Museum  

● May 9, 1978, Informal meeting of Austin women artists to create Exhibition Committee  
● 1978-79, Women & Their Work incorporates and receives non-profit status  
● February 14-March 30, 1979, Vital Signs, an exhibition of work by the Women & Their Work 

Exhibition Committee, Aperture Gallery, Austin, Tx, and the Academic Center, University 
of Texas at Austin  

● March 30-31, 1979, Women Artists: Forming a Texas Network, a slide presentation with a 
biographic and bibliographic publication in conjunction with the 10th annual “Women 
and The Law” Conference, Austin, Tx  

● July 9-Aug 10, 1979, On Sight: Exhibition of Drawings and Photographs, group show 
curated by Sherry Smith  

● July 18, 1979, New Art in Texas by Women, a slide presentation of all the entries for the 
Woman-in-Sight exhibition, Dougherty Cultural Arts Center  

● October 27-December 9, 1979, Woman-in-Sight, the first statewide exhibition of Texas 
women artists, Dougherty Cultural Arts Center, juried by Marcia Tucker  
  

Reviews  
  
1977   November, Citizen Marquee, “Quality Art by Women,” Mimi McKinney  
1979   February 23, Citizen Marquee, “Collages Highlight Aperture Show,” Mimi McKinney  
1979   March 24, ARTWEEK, “Vital Signs from Women and Their Work,” Francine Carraro  
1979   October 26, Citizen Marquee, “Texas Women Featured in Exhibit,” Mimi McKinney  
1979   November 24, ARTWEEK, “Women in Sight: Issues of Quality, Quantity and Politics,” Susan  

Platt  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Documentary Materials  
  
Vital Signs Announcement 
   

   
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Vital Signs Reviews  

  
  



  
  
  
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Women-In-Sight  
  
Call for Entries  
  

   
 
  
 
Announcement  
 

  
 
 
 
 



 
From the exhibition catalog - Rita Starpattern’s graphic intro describes the whole story of the exhibition 
beginning with the formation of the committee in 1978   
  

  
  
  
 
 



 
 

  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



From exhibition catalog – Marcia Tucker's essay  
 
 
  

   



   
    



 
 
Selection of black and white plates from the catalog  
  

  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Reviews  
  

  
  
  
  



  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 



Statements and photos of members of the Exhibition Committee  
  
Mary Pillot  
  

  
  
As a member of Women & Their Work Exhibition Committee, I felt a bond between a community 
promoting women artists ’visibility, an equal opportunity recognizing women’s voices and 
experiences as valid and important through the vision of female artistic perspectives.  
  
Looking back, I recognize the hard work, dedication and teamwork we shared in reaching our 
goal, “Women-in-Sight”, the first statewide exhibition of Texas women artists, juried by Marcia 

Tucker, art critic and founder of the New Museum of Contemporary Art in New York City. I’m 
honored to have been a member of the committee, celebrating their accomplishments over 
the past forty-three years, and the excitement of establishing Women &Their Work’s permanent 
home.  

  
A few memories:  
Throughout the dedicated work of organizing, meetings, grant writing, mailings, networking, city 
council meetings etc., we also managed to have fun in the process. I remember one of our 
Austin fundraisers featured Marcia Ball, an American blues singer and pianist, who donated the 
proceeds to W&TW for our statewide exhibition. It was a big success, many people attended 
and we were raising money, enjoying live music and dancing at the same time.  
  
I remember one day Rita called and said she’d like for me to represent W&TW in promoting the 
exhibit and fundraising on Cactus Pryor’s television show. So I did, even though I had a fear of 
speaking in front of an audience. Cactus was gracious and easy to talk with in front of the 
camera. And that was free publicity for our event.    
  
I welcomed another opportunity when Barbara Sturgill asked me to go with her to the airport to 
meet Faith Ringgold, an internationally acclaimed black artist and lecturer, who was presenting 
a performance piece at St. Edwards University, “The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial 
Negro,” January 1978. From the moment she stepped off the plane in her full length mink coat, 
Faith Ringgold was a lively force to be certain. At the time, her motherly  



concern about the misbehavior of one of her children was the topic of conversation till we 
reached her hotel. Listening to her concerns reminded me of the importance of communication 
and exchanging ideas, women supporting each other and sharing like Women and Their Work.  
  
    
 
 
Deborah Vanko  
  

  
  
As a member of the visual arts committee, we were much more than 'just a committee' .   

We were like staff-we developed ideas, made decisions and produced all the art exhibitions  
(3) prior to the gallery.  We were all professional artists that brought credibility to  
W&TW which   made the gallery's creation possible.  Rita said so herself..."the exhibition is an 
effort to let the public know that members of the committee responsible for decisions 
concerning the visual arts for the various W&TW events are themselves serious, competent and 
involved artists." (review of 'Vital Signs' by Francine Carraro,1979).  

  
    
  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Carol Ivey  
  

  
  
When I joined the exhibition committee in May of 1978, I was several years out of art school, 
sharing a studio space with Melissa Miller and building a body of work. I had exhibited in the 
W&TW exhibition at Laguna Gloria the year before and was excited to be working with Rita 
Starpattern and this group of women artists, making new friends and deepening existing 
friendships. We were immediately off and running, holding regular meetings in each artist’s 
studio, supporting each other while learning all aspects of publicizing and mounting exhibitions 
as we created them. Everything was done to the highest professional standards giving me a 
foundation to carry forward in my studio practice as well as my work in the fields of education 
and art services. It was gratifying to see what we could accomplish together.   
  
It changed our wider art community, and it changed us.  
  
In retrospect, I see my experience in a larger context. When I began my education, women did 
not receive high expectations for professional achievement. It took an especially determined 
young woman to persevere. In the 60’s our role models were often the few women seen in group 
photos of artists of the 50’s and 60’s.  There was only one woman, a printmaker, on the entire 
studio faculty at UT.  For a young woman, an art career was tenuous, without much 
reinforcement. By the time I graduated in the early 70’s, the women’s movement was gaining 
momentum with huge changes in how we thought, what we read, who we looked to. I walked 
out to an entirely different world. My experience in 1978-79 with Women & Their Work and this 
community of supportive women gave me not only practical professional standards but also a 
lasting strength and perseverance.   
   
    
  



 
 
 
Melissa Miller  
  

  
Melissa & Claudia  
  
It was an honor to work with the individuals of the Women and Their Work Exhibition Committee 
from 1978 to 1980. I recognize those years of teamwork as a time of growth for myself and the 
organization. Working with Rita Starpattern, and the other women of our committee, provided 
valuable lessons in community building, networking, balancing personal career with social 
service, career development, setting high goals and standards, and advocating for women. Our 
hard work not only resulted in helping set W&TW’s future trajectory, but also in lifelong friendships 
and bonds.   
  
One mission of W&TW has always been to promote art by women and help in the development 
of their careers. I am grateful to have benefited from the organization’s efforts. Being chosen to 
participate in the initial W&TW show at Laguna Gloria and Women in Sight, provided group 
exhibition opportunities and experiences. The studio visits among our W&TW team, the dialogue, 
and feedback provided insight and support for our visions and pursuits. The visit to Austin by 
Marcia Tucker, a key figure in the museum world, provided a role model and insights into the 
larger workings of the art world. Tucker’s brief time in the studio introduced her to my work and I 
believe played a part in her including me in two exhibitions: The New Orleans Triennial, and the 
Venice Biennial.      
  
Though I did not continue with the hands-on work of the organization after 1980, I served on 
W&TW Advisory Board from 1985 to 1987. Over the years I have watched the organization grow 
in stature and gain international recognition. It continues to have my support and deep respect. 
Along with other women on our Exhibition Committee team, I am proud of having contributed to 
its early growth and continuation.  
  



 
 
 
Claudia Reese  
Arriving in Austin in the summer of 1977, having just finished a semester artist in residency at Univ 
of N Colorado in Greeley, and prior to that 3 years in Washington DC involved with Washington 
Project for the Arts and Gallery 10, a women’s coop gallery, I was ready for the next stage in my 
career as an artist.  It took a while to settle in, find housing, studio space, people. Was there a 
women’s network?   Where were the galleries? The answers invariably came back: talk to Rita 
Starpattern.  I finally contacted her in late December. Skeptical at first, seemingly weary after the 
festival she had produced (which I totally missed) and not a little wary of this outsider, she 
humored me, set up a second meeting inviting Barbara Sturgill. The three of us called every 
Austin woman artist we could find and the seed of the Exhibition Committee was planted.   Now 
Rita had a little army called the Exhibition Committee that took on a life of its own.  The women 
involved (see list) organized studio visits, critiques, resume writing sessions, -- we were 
consciousness raising for ourselves as artists and for women artists everywhere.  We learned 
something about publicity, designing and printing professional looking announcements; public 
relations, talking to the press; grant writing, arts councils, city government, rehabbing: turning a 
barracks into a viable gallery space. We learned a lot about organizing a large event, and even 
more about each other.    

After our successful opening of the Woman in Sight exhibition in 1979 I left Austin for another 
visiting artist residency, this time at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, then a stint at Notre 
Dame, a year at Purdue Univ teaching ceramics, a semester at LSU. By then I was ready to return 
to Austin and apply all that I had learned to start my own business, Cera-Mix. Over the next 
many years I produced and sold nationally and internationally a line of ceramic dinnerware and 
tile. And continued to make sculpture, my first love.  Among numerous one woman shows, one 
was at the Women and Their Work gallery on W 5th Street in 1999.  It was entitled Sentries for a 
New Century.   

The friends formed in those first years in Austin are still part of my life.  The skills I developed with 
the Exhibition Committee group have served me well.  I am proud of what we accomplished 
back then and pleased and gratified that Women and Their work has continued to expand, 
growing into the powerhouse that it is today, recognized as a champion, promoter and patron 
of women’s art.     



 

 

Millie Wilson  

  

  


