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fig. I Fl'lIncn Lormg, Girls with a Rail , 1919, bronzt. 
71 cm CH), O(uwa, Canadian War Museum. 
(Photo: Canadian War Museum, 8503) 



HEROES OF A DIFFERENT SORT 
Gender and Patriotism in the War Workers of Frances Loring and 
Florence Wyle 

Between 1919 and 1924 the Toronto, Montreal and Ottawa public had the 
opportunity to view the "home work section" of the Canadian War Memorials 

Fund (C.WM.F.) art collection. Established in 1916, the Fund was initiated by 
Sir Max Aitken (later Lord Beaverbrook), acting in his capacity as Officer in 
Charge of War Records. Under the guidance of British art critic Paul Konody and 
National Gallery of Canada director Eric Brown, Aitken commissioned artworks 
by leading British and Canadian artists for the purpose of providing "suitable 
Memorials in the form of Tablets, Oil Paintings, ete. to the Canadian Heroes and 
Heroines of the War. "1 The "home work section" of the collection was a memor­
ial to civilians' home front contributions to the war effort. Among the works 
exhibited was a series of bronze statuettes by Frances Loring (1887-1968) and 
Florence Wyle (1881-1%8), representing industrial and agricultural war work­
ers. The works are unique among early twentieth-century Canadian sculptures, 
both for their subject matter and the vision of women they present; eleven of the 
fifteen bronzes are of women. Like other representations of women produced at 
this time, Loring's and Wyle's figures form part of the signifying systems through 
which the designations 'Woman' and 'femininity' were consttucted during the 
war years. 

With the advent of the War, the need to unite the Canadian population 
under the banner of patriotism paved the way for important shifts in the social 
and economic positions in which the term 'Woman' was installed. As the major­
ity of the nation's energies came to be focused on the war effort, patriotism 
assumed pride of place among the definitional strategies employed in the con­
struction of English-Canadian selfhood; difference and otherness came to be 
defined in terms of a common national enemy. Impelled by the necessity to pro­
vide a solid patriotic front in the face of adversity, it became possible to draw 
'Woman' (so long a key position of Victorian otherness) into the folds of a nation­
alistic subject unified by global crisis. 

Working women were particularly affected by this change. Instead of being 
regarded as outsiders seeking to encroach on masculine domains of social and eco­
nomic privilege, women workers were suddenly valued as patriotic subjects whose 
labour freed men for the fight overseas. Canadian artists were both influenced by 
and helped to influence this new perception of the role and identity of female 
labourers in Canada during the war years. As I will demonstrate through an exam­
ination of the women war workers portrayed by Frances Loring and Florence 
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Wyle, that new identity occupied shifting positions, simultaneously inside and 
outside the perimeters of femininity inscribed by the conventional sex-gender sys­
tem. 

Women, Munitions and Visual Culture 
Women were employed in a wide variety of occupations during the War, but it 
was the munitions worker who most consistently captured the public attention, 
and who came to emblematize women's home front contributions. In Canada, 
women first entered munitions factories in October of 1916, their labour necessi­
tated by a critical shortage of manpower. By the end of the War over 35,000 
women had been employed in ordnance factories, primarily in Ontario and 
Quebec. 

The sudden entry of women into munitions work, combined with the high 
visibility of these workers (both on the streets and in visual culture), created two 
erroneous perceptions of women's wartime employment that have persisted to this 
day. First, it is often thought that World War I initiated a drastic and unprece­
dented surge of Canadian women into the work force. Historian Ceta 
Ramkhalawansingh has shown, however, that any increase in the number of 
women working during the War was "merely an acceleration of a trend that began 
at the turn of the century .... World War I did not mark a significant departure 
from this slow rise in female employment."2 Second, there is a pervasive but inac­
curate impression of a massive influx of women into the industrial labour force 
during the war years. In actuality, most munitions workers had already been 
employed in factory labour before the War, but switched to military production 
because of higher wages.3 

The erroneous perception that women inundated the industrial job market 
during the War has been linked by historian Joy Parr to the sudden abundance of 
visual images of female munitions workers produced between 1914 and 1919.4 

Beginning in 1916, the Imperial Munitions Board (LM.B.) launched a propagan­
da campaign to promote women's industrial employment. Photographs and film 
footage of women successfully operating industrial machinery were used to 
encourage women to join the workforce and to convince reticent employers of the 
benefits of female labour. The campaign included a widely-seen film and a fully­
illustrated booklet entitled Women in the Production of Munitions in Canada G916).5 

Frances Loring's and Florence Wyle's representations of female munitions 
workers should be considered in the context of this LM.B. imagery. Together with 
photographs, newsreels and brochures, C.W.M.F. artworks contributed to a 
national wartime iconography, emphasizing a new role for Canadian women. In 
addition to the bronzes ofLoring and Wyle, women's labour in ordnance factories 
was portrayed by George Reid, Henrietta Mabel May, Dorothy Stevens, Charles 
Ginner and C.W Jefferys. This marked interest in women's industrial labour con-
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trasts sharply with pre-war art production in Canada, and reiterates the precipi­
tous regard for women workers apparent in wartime photography. Among 
Canadian artworks predating the War, there is not a single prominent image that 
clearly portrays women engaged in industrial labour. Despite the fact that since 
the 1880's much of industrial society's most mechanized work had been done by 
women, women's realm was still constructed as the natural andlor domestic one. 
Only with the advent of C.W.M.F. patronage was the industrial labour of women 
finally recorded on canvas and in bronze. This body of Canadian art reaffirms the 
misconception that the First World War presented women with a whole range of 
economic opportunities unavailable to them before the conflict began. 

A government initiative, C.WM.F. imagery may also be linked more direct­
ly to the Imperial Munitions Board campaign to encourage the introduction of 
women into all levels of industrial production. The chronicling of women's muni­
tion work by respected artists could hardly fail to advance the LM.B.'s efforts to 
legitimize industrial employment for women. Although the pictures were not 
commissioned with the express purpose of recruiting women into the factories, 
the Memorial Fund administrators were conscious that the works would "partake 
in the nature of publicity."6 Ultimately, Loring's and Wyle's starues did not ful­
fill this function since they were not ready for exhibition until after the War. At 
the time of their commission and conception, however, a major continuing con­
cern of the Canadian government was to stimulate public support for all aspects 
of the war effort. 

While there is no evidence to suggest that C. WM.F. artworks were ever 
intended to be propaganda tools in the way that LM.B. photographs were, there is 
an important coincidence of spirit in the representations of women's industrial 
labour produced for each body. In its booklet Women in the Production of Munitions 
in Canada, the LM.B. praised the spirit and competence with which women per­
formed industrial labour. Terms such as confidence, independence and strength 
were used to describe the workers. "Experience has proved," boasted one caption, 
"that there is no operation on shell work that a woman cannot do, and, as a matter 
of fact, is not doing, even to the heavy operations which require great physical 
strain."7 To judge from such comments, it would seem that the War had effected 
a significant change in perceptions of women predicated on feminine domesticity, 
dependence, weakness, and passivity. Turning to the Canadian War Memorial 
sculptures of Loring and Wyle, this conclusion is, at first glance, confirmed. 

Disrupting Gender Codes 
Three-quarters of a century after their creation, Loring's and Wyle's sculptures are 
startling for the unprecedented challenge they offer to gender definitions in the 
post-Edwardian era. When viewed from a contemporary perspective, informed by 
the reading strategies of feminist scholarship, their works appear to constitute a 
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radical departure from the visual codes normally employed in the depiction of 
women by Canadian artists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries. 
The physical appearance of the women produces the first unanticipated interrup­
tion of gender codes. From a distance, the workers represented in Frances Loring's 
Girls with a Rail (fig. I) do not seem to be women at all. The appearance of two 
female figures in caps and overalls, straining with obvious effort to hoist a seg­
ment of rail is so unexpected within the context of early twentieth-century art 
production in Canada, that it is not until one approaches and notices the breasts 
of the figures that their sex is ascertained. There is a ruggedness of style in the 
character of the modeling which disrupts the visual language of smooth refine­
ment or pastoral tranquillity that predominates in other representations of work­
ing women. Gone are the soft, delicate facial features common to Wyatt Baton or 
George Reid's paintings; Loring replaces them with bold, angular faces, set with 
determination. Her figures move in space, claiming it as their own, not simply 
occupying it. They stand resolutely, legs set firmly apart, knees and backs bent in 
a position of activity and exercised strength. Vanished is the frequently coy sexu­
alized posturing of Paul Peel's working class girls, whose skirts he lifted to dis­
play their legs. Loring bares a forearm to show the almost exaggerated muscular-· 
ity and power of a very different code.s By so emphatically rendering the women 
as act-ors, rather than passive objects of external actions, Loring simultaneously 
secures their position as agents and problematizes their definition within a male­
defined sexuality. For if, as Teresa de Lauretis argues, "it is objectification that con­
stitutes women as sexual, instating sexuality at the core of the material reality of 
women's lives,"9 Loring's active challenge to objectification brings the nature of 
the figures' sexuality into question. By giving these women status as agents, 
Loring has opposed the ordering of a phallocratic symbolization of sexualiry, 
whereby the objectified woman "is so much the sign of sexed-ness that she loses 
her own libidinal corporeality in the process of becoming the incarceration of 
sex."1O In contrast, these women project an immense sense of physicality, but 
there is no hint that it is channeled into the project of making themselves into 
erotic objects for men. Arms, necks, and upper chests are revealed, but in the con­
text of figures so far removed from the passively objectified feminine norm, they 
do not incite scopic arousal on the part of the viewer as much as they seem to 
endow the female figures with their own sense of embodiment. 

This sense of embodiment, so strong in Loring's Girls with a Rail, is inti­
mately linked to the potential of the sculpture to challenge gender inscription, for 
such a corporeal concept immediately places the discussion on a tricky footing. It 
may be that the image of the female body is already so saturated with meaning 
that it has become impossible for women to invoke their own bodies without sig­
nifying the fixed and essentialized gendered categories of identity that they are 
attempting to questionY Certainly, it is no longer tenable to ignore the fact that 
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visual representations of women's bodies have predominantly propagated a notion 
of 'Woman' as the idealized projection of male expectations. 12 And if, as Monique 
Wittig says, "the language you speak is made up of words that are killing you,"13 
is it possible for an artist to deploy the language of the female body in order to 
circumvent a masculinized semiotic appropriation of that body? 

The question is a compelling one, perhaps impossible to resolve satisfacto­
rily. Nevertheless, I wish to propose two readings of Girls with a Rail that may 
furnish potential pathways towards a more constructive understanding of the role 
of representation of female bodies in gender construction. The first reading takes 
as its point of departure the personal impact of the figures on me, as viewer; the 
second is founded in a theory-based interpretation of the body as interface. 

As I studied the women of Girls with A Rail, I was struck by the unyield­
ing sense of bodily integrity that the figures asserted. They are characterized by a 
sort of unbroken wholeness or self-sufficiency. This integrity, which seems to stem 
from the women's self-absorption coupled with their vibrant activity, creates a 
sense of embodiment, a physicality which exists in and for the figures themselves. 
Loring's women occupy their bodies in such a complete and self-contained way, ' 
that the feasibility of successfully imposing masculine terms of identification onto 
those bodies is placed under scrutiny. Through the integrity of their embodiment, 
the figures offer an alternative to those modes of representation which unques­
tioningly foster the co-optation and the fetishization of the female body in patri­
archal culture. 14 

Admittedly, this reliance on the notion of integrity to counteract the prior 
signification of the female body by a masculine agenda, labours wearily under 
modernist notions of a unified subject position. Current theorizing on the func­
tion of the body in gender inscription has dislodged the idea of one's physicality 
as a discreet, self-dependent position, proposing instead a view of the body as a 
surface where multiple codes of power and knowledge are inscribed. 15 The 
acknowledgment of the body as a field of intersection of cultural forces (rather than 
simply the ground for the material oppression of women) opens the door to the 
possibility of contestation in the culturally inscribed meanings of the female body. 
In this light, Judith Butler's conceptualization of gender as an effect produced 
through the altogether cultural stylization of the body, viewed not as biological 
entity but as physical surface, is especially germane. According to this view, the 
illusion of an abiding gendered self results primarily from the bodily gestures, 
movements, and styles of various kinds that a subject may choose to adopt. 16 Thus, 
not only should challenges to gender not be cut off from corporeality on the 
grounds that the female body is always already a co-opted territory, but in fact, 
the body is precisely the grounds on which the struggle for gender re-definition -
or de-definition - must take place. The bodies of Loring's women are particularly 
well placed to undertake this struggle, since their very nature as artworks (i.e., 
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culturally constructed objects) facilitates a recognition that gender definitions are 
primarily constructed upon bodies as physical surfaces, exterior spaces. Butler 
argues that it is through a "stylized repetition of acts"l7 occurring on the level of 
exterior physical performance that gender is produced and can be challenged. 
Loring's Girls with a Rail, with their 'masculine' dress, determined expressions, 
muscular presence, active labour and firm stances, offer on a very physical level a 
stylization of women that runs counter to masculinist definitions of the feminine. 
Through their physical, bodily appearances, the women in Girls with a Rail chal­
lenge conventional delineations of femininity. In so doing they reveal that the 
dominant account of the female body is unable to fully contain the femininity it 
seeks to inscribe. 

This new stylization of women should not, however, be regarded as a sim­
ple substitution of a valorized 'female' body for a denigrated one. The effect of 
Loring's and Wyle's representations of female war workers on gender inscription 
goes beyond any simple project of dialectical reversal. Their sculptures may be 
understood as truly radical in that they challenge the actual logic of dualist oppo­
sition upon which the traditional gender system is based. A comparison between 
two of Florence Wyle's works, Noon Hour (fig.2) and The Harvester (fig.3), will 
serve to better illustrate this point. Wyle's challenge to gender does not come at . 
the point of the physical differences between the two sexes. On this level she 
acknowledges difference and celebrates it in her careful attention to the folds of 
the garments over the woman's breasts, stomach and thighs, and the delineation 
of the musculature of the man's chest. Instead, the challenge is posed in Wyle's 
refusal to use these differences to establish an exclusionary and oppositional dif­
ference in social meaning between the figures. In each figure the confident pose -
hands on hips, chests pressed forward, heads thrust back, arms raised in a gesture 
of self-replenishment - suggests a nobility, a dignity, and even a heroism involved 
in the act of physical labour. Although they are depicted in a moment of rest, it 
is clearly the identity of each figure as a worker that is being ennobled. Through 
the similar physical posturing of the female and male subjects, Wyle makes it 
clear that her representation of gender will not repeat the heterosexual model of 
gender differences based on opposition, in which the One is identified as domi­
nant through the subjugation of the Other - in which the One's subjectivity, pres­
ence, independence and strength are assured by an Other that is objectified, lack­
ing, dependent and weak. The heroism in Wyle's female figures is not the glori­
fication of the female body qua female. Rather it is the valorization of the woman 
as active subject of physical action, and as a bearer of a social significance depen­
dent not on a sexual opposition to a physical other, but on active participat~on in 
social activity outside the terms of oppositional otherness posed by the tradition­
al gender system. 

In their refusal to recognize those terms, Loring and Wyle may be seen to 
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fig.2 Florence Wyle, Noon Hour, 1919, bronze, 65 cm (H). 
OnBw~. Canadian W3r Museum. (Photo: Canadian War 
Museum. 8523) 
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have gone beyond challenges to femininity alone, and to have entered into the 
project of destabilizing the institution of heterosexuality, understood here as the 
dominant social construct that (re)produces a specific power differential between 
men and women through gender. 18 In this sense, the heterosexual contract is not 
primarily a question of personal sexual practices, but a model for social relations 
based on "the agreement between modern theoretical systems and epistemologies 
not to question the a priori of gender and hence to presume the socio-sexual oppo­
sition of 'man' and 'woman' as the necessary and founding moment of culture. "19 

Social discourses on sexuality take place in a very public sphere, and in its social 
aspect heterosexuality has been constructed atound precisely those oppositional 
elements of gender relations that Loring and Wyle refuse, namely the self-legiti­
mation of the One through the exclusionary opposition of the Other. At the level 
of their own private experience, Loring and Wyle did live outside the heterosex­
ual contract of gender: they lived together for fifty-five years; they did not marry; 
they had no children; they considered their work to be the most important ele­
ment of their lives. At the level of public practice, I suggest that Loring's and 
Wyle's artworks also transgressed the boundaries of heterosexuality. In their 
refusal to inscribe men and women within oppositional differences these sculp­
tures do contest the a priori status of gender, and thus may ttuly challenge gen­
dered norms. 

Popular Patriots 
Given Loring's and Wyle's apparent challenges to the standards of femininity 
reflected in and constructed by Canada's legacy of visual imagery, one might 
expect to find that the sculptures were met with some reticence, if not outright 
disapprobation. This was not the case. Instead, the figures encountered popular 
and critical approval. To account for this reaction it is necessary to shift the focus 
of analysis. In the preceding section I constructed a reading ofLoring's and Wyle's 
sculptures based largely on a contemporary interpretation of the visual content of 
the works. Meaning, however, is never solely resident in the content of a work of 
art. In the case of representations of female munitions workers, consideration of 
the images within the context of broader social views about women war workers 
compels a revision of any reading based exclusively on visual evidence. The War 
furnished an acceptable vehicle with which to bring notice of women's employ­
ment into the public arena. Prior to 1916, the majority of the population dealt 
with the issue of increasing female employment (and the corresponding chal­
lenges to fixed gender categories) by ignoring it.20 Suddenly, women as wage 
earners were brought to visibility in a new and widespread way. The mechanisms 
of this process are integral to the construction of women's identities and their rela­
tion to hegemonic structures. 

In her examination of nineteenth-century British representations of work-
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ing-class women, Deborah Cherry adopts a Foucauldian analysis of the function of 
visibility in the strategic field of power relations. This analysis warrants some 
elaboration, for it proves particularly applicable to the Canadian reception of 
Loring's and Wyle's war sculptures. Beginning with Foucault's position that the 
individual is constituted in and by discourses and institutional practices, and that 
knowledge abour the individual is central to the workings of power, Cherry 
demonstrates the ways in which the identities of working-class women were con­
sttucted and defined by forces outside their own control. When, in nineteenth­
century England, working-class women became subject to description, that 
description itself became a type of knowledge and a tool of power: 

In crossing the threshold of visibility, in becoming observed and classifiable, 

individuals were subjected to, and became subjects of, disciplinary power .... 

High-cultural images of working-class women formed an integral part of the 

systematic acquisition of knowledge on individuals and social groups by 

investigative journalism, social work, state commissions and colonial admin­

istration. Women artists were among the new constituency of professional 

experts who collected information on working-class women, who brought 

them to visibility and categorization .... Discursive categories transformed the 

population into easily recognizable individuals classified according to their 

work and productivity: the seamstress, the prostitute, the servant, the facto­
ry girl, the flower seller.21 

The process of individuatiori described by Cherry in the development of dis­
cursive categories of working women is equally relevant to the Canadian experi­
ence. Faced with the sudden visibility of working women. during the War, 
Canadian society sttuggled to find a way to understand and control the challenges 
that these women might represent. Through the act of categorization, images of 
working women became intelligible, the boundaries of their categories function­
ing to define and contain their identities. Public reaction to Loring's and Wyle's 
representations of women war workers reveals that these images functioned in pre­
cisely this fashion. Newspaper reviews repeatedly framed the sculptures in terms 
of their representation of certain categories of women. Each solitary figure was 
clearly seen to represent a specific kind of woman. Again and again, reviewers used 
the words "type" and "class" to identify Loring's and Wyle's women as members 
of a discursive category who were individuated but never individualized.22 In this 
case, the category was that of the patriotic war worker. 

Patriotism provided a conceptual framework to assist the public in its com­
prehension of the growing entry of women into the paid labour force. During the 
War, disciplines as varied as the visual arts, public policy, economics, journalism 
and philanthropy placed great stress on the patriotic and self-sacrificial spirit of 
female munitions workers. I suggest that the categorization of working women as 
patriots was powerful enough to absorb and neutralize the challenges to tradi-
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tional conceptions of femininity posed by the works ofLoring and Wyle, for these 
challenges were understood strictly within the confines of the war effort and the 
discourse of patriotic sacrifice. Demands to Parliament by The National Council 
of Women for equal pay for equal work, technical training, and a minimum wage 
for women were peppered with phrases such as "give us a chance to serve," and 
"let us reinforce our men at the front."23 Popular literature referred again and 
again to the "heroism" and "patriotic fervour" that motivated women to work and 
acted as an apologia for their new economic powers. 

Maureen Honey, in her study of popular-press representations of working 
women in America during World War II, outlines how progressive images of 
working women functioned as propaganda tools. Her analysis presents a new 
avenue of interpretation for the public reception ofLoring's and Wyle's sculptures: 

One of these [magazine propaganda strategies} fostered a progressive view of 
women as strong workers, well equipped to play an equal part in public life. 
The woman doing a man's work filled this role as she symbolized American 
adaptability and hardiness. She became the standard-bearer for all civilians 
who were taking on new tasks, challenging themselves to expand their lim­
its and shedding old habits in order to move forward. 24 

As Honey is quick to point out, however, the other side of this coin was that "as 
defenders of liberty, women were cast into a selfless role that conflicted with the 
concept of female self-actualization through new work opportunities. "25 The same 
dynamic was at play in Canada during World War 1. For example, while in all 
likelihood patriotic considerati<?ns were not the primary motivating factors for the 
majority of women entering war production/6 government, business, and the 
media repeatedly invoked "the magnificent spirit that prompts women to make 
the sacrifice involved [in paid labour}."27 This sentiment is echoed in David 
Carnegie's 1925 history of munitions production in Canada. Writing of the 
women who were employed in this capacity Carnegie declares: 

The motive of self-interest or self-preservation was not the mainspring of 
their conduct during these dark years. There was behind these very human 
interests a something which few could clothe in language and analyze, but 
which found in expression in the common word patriotism.28 

The virtue of self-sacrifice, in its patriotic context, was an especially prevalent 
motif in discussions of female munitions workers. It was extolled with particular 
vehemence by British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, who wrote in his pref­
ace to Women in the Production 0/ Munitions in Canada: 

36 

We have been too comfortable and too indulgent, many, perhaps, too selfish, 
and the stern hand of fate has scourged us to an elevation where we can see 
the everlasting things that matter for a nation, the great peaks we had for­

gotten of honour, duty, patriotism, and clad in glittering white, the tower­
ing pinnacle of sacrifice pointing like a rugged finger to Heaven.29 



Wartime literature on female munitions workers is strewn with statements like 
these, indicating a widespread credence in the patriotic explanation for women's 
new economic arid social roles. The result of this belief was that "war work became 
a vehicle for women to shoulder their civic and moral responsibilities as good cit­
izens rather than a way to become more independent and powerful. "30 

C.W.M.F. images of women war workers did not remain untouched by this 
construction of these workers as paragons of patriotism. As a whole, the art com­
missioned by the C.W.M.F. was envisioned as "a memorial of sacrifice and hero­
ism, expressive of a concentration of effort alld production and denial. "31 Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, however, wartime representations of working women were more 
often considered in terms of the nationalistic self-sacrifice Canadian women were 
willing to endure in support of their fighting men than in terms of women's hero­
ism. An article in the Canadian War Records Office magazine Canada in Khaki 
reflected this perspective quite clearly when it described the C.W.M.F. collection: 

The whole vast significance of this war upon the life of the nation will be 
reflected in these paintings, which will deal with the military training of 
men accustomed to the peaceful avocations of the city office or the land [and} 
the self-sacrificing devotion of their womenfolk. ... 32 

British art critic A.B. Cooper was also particularly impressed by the "splendid 
patience, the pathetic devotion, the utter self-abnegation of the women" depicted 
in the work of Western war artists. 33 

The concepts of devotion and self-abnegation introduced by Cooper are cru­
cial to the assessment of the role that images of working women played in the 
inscription of gender during and after the War. In a particularly effective ideo­
logical manoeuvre, the notion of self-abnegation manages to reaffirm traditional 
configurations of the feminine, even while being invoked as justification for the 
workers' lack of the conventionally feminine attributes of passivity and fragility, 
as well as economic and social dependence. As with the other representations of 
female war workers, the social meanings constructed around the Loring and Wyle 
sculptures were filtered through the mechanism of patriotic self-sacrifice, accord­
ing to which the trappings of conventional femininity could be temporarily sus­
pended, while the essence of allegiance and commitment to men was reaffirmed. 

Given their explicit purpose as testaments to a nation at war, the emphasis 
on patriotism and sacrifice which surrounded representations of female ordnance 
workers is to be expected. Nevertheless, it is perhaps somewhat surprising that 
these ground-breaking portrayals of women employed in heavy industry do not 
seem to have sparked any discussion about femininity or women's experience of 
work outside of the patriotic context. In the press the sculptures were well 
received, but the women they portrayed were clearly situated in the loyal and sup­
portive role of the "women behind the men behind the gun. "34 Reviewers were 
pleased to see representations of the "Patriotic Canadian girl who stayed at home 
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and worked."3s Thus, instead of being perceived as challenges to the boundaries 

of femininity, representations of industrial women war workers were interpreted 
as visual symbols of the lengths to which society had been driven by the War. 
Potentially radical images were absorbed into the patriotic ideology of a people 

who had become accustomed to the idea of temporary divergences from the per­
ceived natural order - aberrations which were necessitated by the War. But these 
were viewed exclusively within the context of that crisis and which seemed unre­

lated to the general social order. Female defence workers were repeatedly remind­
ed that they were "not themselves - that is, not 'natural' - but behaving tem­
porarily like men. Industrial employment would not permanently endanger their 
femininity - and neither could such employment be expected to last."36 

Indeed, women's advances into non-traditional areas of industrial employ­
ment in Canada did not outlast the War. The strong post-war desire to return to 

the 'normality' of peacetime, which took its toll most tellingly in increased female 
unemployment, may also be seen in public reaction to Loring's and Wyle's sculp­

tures. By 1919, when the "home work section" of the C.W.M.F. collection was 
first exhibited at the Art Gallery of Toronto, the backlash against women's 
employment was already a social force. A letter to the Evening Telegram, published 
during the Toronto exhibition of the War Memorials, reveals this hostility quite 
clearly: 

Sir - It is a well known fact that in this city of Toronto alone there are over 
3,000 registered returned men unemployed, and probably double that num­
ber not registered. Can you wonder at this when so many working women 
are doing jobs some of our crippled boys could do, and I might add that there 
are a number of married women, with their husbands in good, steady jobs at 
good salaries, who are working and doing some other person out of a job just 
for their own selfish ends .... A woman taking a man's job during the war was 
all right, but now that the war is over, and the men are back, make these 
women give up their jobs and tend to their home affairs, and give men a 
chance to get to work again .... - [signed} Fair Play37 

At first, such reactionary sentiments do not seem to have influenced the journal­

ists who reviewed the War Memorials exhibitions. When, in 1919 and 1920, 
Loring's and Wyle's munitions sculptures were displayed at the Art Gallery of 
Toronto, the Canadian Nati~nal Exhibition and the Art Association of Montreal, 
the works were invariably given high praise and lengthy mentions by newspaper 
critics. The Globe declared Loring and Wyle to be "brilliant" artists who had 
"excelled their own past achievements. "38 Their statues were lauded as "wonder­
ful," "epic," "excellent," "finely executed," and "a joy to behold."39 In Toronto 

they were said to "compel warmest admiration," in Montreal they attracted a 
"great deal of attention," and it was generally agreed that "no one could have done 
it better than Miss Wyle and Miss Loring."40 Similarly, George Reid's and 
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Hentietta Mabel May's canvases of female munitions workers were consistently 
mentioned as worthy tributes to the role of Canadian women during the War. 
Four years later, however, when the "home work section" was displayed twice Oat 
the National Gallery, in 1923 and 1924, the response to the works was very dif­
ferent. By this time, when the last vestiges of remembered glory had worn off the 
concept of women's industrial employment, Ottawa papers virtually ignored 
Loring's and Wyle's sculptures. When they were mentioned at all it was as an 
afterthought, as part of a list of artists.41 Mabel May's Women Making Shells 

(Canadian War Museum collection) received no attention in the local press. In 
short, by 1923/24 representations of women workers appear to have suffered the 
same drop in popularity met by the women themselves some years earlier. It is 
impossible to prove a direct correlation between the two circumstances, but the 
change does appear more than coincidental. As the years passed, wartime values 
and the memory of a grateful nation's debt to its patriotic women workers slipped 
ever further into the background. They were replaced by more recent memories 
of the 1921 depression and renewed concerns about competition posed by women 
in the workforce. Like the 'patriotic' women who were forced out of their jobs 
after the War, representations of female munitions workers were removed from 
the spotlight once their patriotic justification was overshadowed by the social 
realities of gender relations in the 1920's economy. 

Bombshell Beauties, 
Patriotism was not the only ideology summoned to defuse Loring's and Wyle's 
sculptures. Equally reaffirming to standard readings of femininity was the 
rhetoric of beauty invoked to justify and praise representations of female war 
workers. Eric Brown eulogized the young women who laboured in munition fac­
tories and provided the artist with "a beauty of subject worthy of fifth-century 
Greece."42 Barker Fairley commended Loring and Wyle for their success in turn­
ing the dress and attitude of war workers from the butt of snide jokes to "a source 
of a beauty that is finely nervous and supple."43 This emphasis on women workers 
as a source of physical and aesthetic beauty was conspicuously absent from dis­
cussion of representations of their male counterparts. It reveals a mainstream effort 
to bolster a concept of femininity that appeared ready to burst its seams from the 
economic pressures exerted by self-sufficient women war workers. 

Naomi Wolf has described the institution of the cult of essential feminine 
beauty as "a bulwark of reassurance against the flood of change" brought about by 
women's struggles for increasing independence throughout the twentieth centu­
ry. In her discussion of the "beauty myth" Wolf focuses primarily on late twenti­
eth-century events and attitudes, but her arguments are equally applicable to 
women's experiences earlier in the century. Wolf writes that in the face of chal­
lenges to the institutions on which a male-dominated culture has depended, it is 
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necessary to maintain stability either "by directing attention away from the fear­
some fact, or by repackaging its meaning in an acceptable format."44 For decades 
Canadian society had attempted to deal with the consequences of increasing 
women's employment in the former manner. When the exigencies of war produc­
tion and propaganda made this impracticable, emphasis shifted to the latter strat­
egy. There is no doubt that women's wartime labour induced anxiety. It troubled 
male workers and trade-unionists who feared new job competition and lower 
wages; it worried government officials who struggled to fend off demands for day­
care, new training programmes and minimum wage legislation; and it distressed 
returning soldiers who came home to find some unexpected changes in the 
women they had left behind. Critical preoccupation with the beauty of the women 
war workers portrayed by Loring and Wyle is indicative of a reactionary response 
to the fears generated by women's open entrance into the arena of industrial eco­
nomic activity. Even in images which today appear to present a revolutionary 
challenge to definitional norms of femininity, the concept of "nervous and supple" 
feminine beauty could be called upon to reassure the public that although they 
were workers, they were still women. Their beauty, coupled with their patriotic 
self-sacrifice, provided the proof. 

A View from Elsewhere 
This paper proposes a reading of the interaction between cultural narratives of 
gender and Frances Loring's and Florence Wyle's sculprures of female workers dur­
ing the First World War. From a late twentieth-century standpoint, the sculp­
tures seem to indicate a new and revolutionary attitude to early twentieth-centu­
ry women. The figures' dress, postures, and expressions, their apparent strength 
and sense of physical embodiment, even the movement and modeling of the phys­
ical medium in which the women are cast - all of these qualities would appear to 
indicate the significant implication of these works in a new social and cultural 
inscription of gender. Viewed in their historical context, how~ver, the disruptive 
potential of the sculptures seems to have been dissipated, even co-opted, by the 
discourse of patriotism in which the works were immersed from their conception 
to their reception by the Canadian public. 

The task is not now to weigh the contemporary and historical interpreta­
tions against each other in order to determine which is the more legitimate read­
ing, as if such a supra-historical judgment seat could be occupied. Neither is it to 
bring the two together and effect some synthesis from the confrontation. Their 
opposition is a useful reminder of the complexity of the field within which mean­
ing operates. But the recognition of the historical discourse of patriotism may 
have a role to play in even the most contemporary reading of the re/de-definition 
of gender in Loring's and Wyle's works. 

Teresa de Lauretis writes that we need a "view from elsewhere," a new per-
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spective from which to pose a different construction of gender in terms that will 
take hold at the level of subjectivity and self-representation, in this case the self­
representation of women by women. I suggest that the images of women war 
workers created by Loring and Wyle provide a glimpse of what that view can look 
like. De Lauretis continues, locating the ground for this "elsewhere" in the "social 
spaces carved in the interstices of institutions and in the chinks and cracks of the 
power-knowledge apparati."45 Loring's and Wyle's bronzes occupy precisely such 
an interstitial space. At the intersection of patriarchy and patriotism emerged a 
vision which was outside the strict boundaries of either. The hegemonic discourse 
of gender during the 1920's provided the visual formula of the female body as a 
suitable object for aesthetic contemplation. The ideology of patriotism, with its 
predisposition to heroism, opened up a bit of room in the image of the ideal 
woman. Loring's and Wyle's sculptures move back and forth across the boundaries 
of representations of patriotism and of gender in its male-centred frame of refer­
ence, and into that "elsewhere." By their conflating of categories, these represen­
tations of working women problematize what it means to see a woman or to see a 
patriot. The knowledge (and the corresponding power) which sprang from the 
ability to identify and define femininity and heroism is equally disrupted. This is 
the space of the self-representation of women. It is the space in which two women 
who lived and worked together, independent of many of the claims of the con­
ventional gender system, were able to create representations of women that echoed 
the challenges they themselves lived. Loring's and Wyle's figures of active, noble 
working women stand as road markers in the self-representation of women, and 
in women's own efforts to engage the definitional boundaries of gender in serious 
debate. 

KRISTINA HUNEAULT 
M.A. Student 
Department of Art History 
Concordia University 
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Resume 

DES HEROS D'UN AUTRE GENRE 
Feminite et patriotisme en temps de guerre 
Les Travailleurs de Frances Loring et de Florence Wyle 

En 1918, le Canadian War Memorials Fund commanda aux sculpteurs canadiens 
Frances Loring et Florence Wyle des statues de bronze pour commemorer le 

travail des femmes dans l'industrie et l'agriculture pendant la guerre. Ces figures 
presentent un interet particulier, en ce qu'elles revelent l'ambigutte des termes 
«femme» et «feminite» en temps de guerre. Caracterisees par des negociations 
tumultueuses entre des concepts opposes de feminite et de patriotisme, les oeu­
vres de Loring et de Wyle occupent des positions fluctuantes, a la fois a l'interieur 
et a l'exterieur des perimetres de la feminite definis par le systeme conventionnel 
«sexe/genre». 

Les statues font partie d'un grand nombre d'images de femmes au travail 
produites durant la guerre. Ces images ont contribue a entretenir l'impression 
inexacte que la Premiere Guerre mondiale a provoque un afflux de femmes dans 
l'industrie canadienne. En depit du fait que la plupart des femmes employees dans 
les usines de guerre soient venues d'autres industries, les femmes affectees au ravi­
taillement etaient per~ues comme une nouveaute produite par la guerre. 
Cependant, la nouveaure ne residait pas tant dans la realite de la participation des 
femmes dans l'industrie, que dans la representation visuelle generalisee de ces 
femmes. Parmi les oeuvres d'art canadiennes anterieures a la guerre, il n'y en a pas 
une seule de quelque importance qui represente clairement des femmes a l' oeuvre 
dans l'industrie. En depit du fait que, depuis les annees 1880, une grande partie 
du travail le plus mecanise de la societe industrielle ait ete accompli par des 
femmes, le foyer etait toujours considere comme etant leur domaine naturel. Ce 
n'est que grace au mecenat du C.WM.F. que le travail des femmes a pu enfin etre 
represente par des attistes canadiens de renom, tels George Reid, Mabel May, 
Dorothy Stevens et C.W. Jefferys. Les oeuvres creees par Loring et par Wyle pour 
le C.W.M.F. prenaient place dans cette nouvelle vague de representations 
publiques de femmes au travail, a cote des photographies et des films de l'Imperial 
Munitions Board. Ces images etaient, pour la plupart, positives et elogieuses. Les 
legendes qui accompagnaient les photos de l'IMB louaient l'ardeur, la competence 
et l' energie que ces femmes apportaient a leur travail en usine. Cela semble indi­
quer un changement important par rapport a une perception de la feminite fondee 
sur l'attachement au foyer, la dependance, la faiblesse et la passivite. A premiere 
vue, les sculptures de Loring et de Wyle pour le C.WM.F. semblent le confirmer. 
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Dans une perspective contemporaine, ces oeuvres semblent s'inscrire dans 
une approche radicale de la definition des gentes. Les travailleuses sont represen­
tees comme des «act-eurs» capables d'occuper une position active a. l'interieur 
d'une sexualite definie selon des cri teres masculins. Par leur activite vibrante et 
leur apparente absorption en eIles-memes, les figures de Loring et de Wyle mani­
festent une realite corporeIle qui se presente comme une alternative a des modes 
de representation qui alimentent la cooptation et la fetichisation du corps 
femenin. D'aurre part, les sculptures peuvent aussi etre interpretees comme des 
defis «actifs» aux definitions sexistes, dans le sens propose par Judith Butler. Pour 
cette derniere, le genre est un effet produit par la stylisation culturelle du corps, 
vu non pas comme une entite biologique mais comme une surface physique. EIle 
suggere que les identites sexuelles sont produites d'abord par la repetition stylisee 
d'actes au niveau de la performance exterieure, physique. Vues sous cet angle, les 
travailleuses de Loring et de Wyle sont particulierement bien placees pour entre­
prendre la lutte pour la redefinition des genres. Ainsi, les femmes dans la sculp­
ture de Loring Girls with a Rail, avec leurs vetements masculins, leur air decide, 
leur presence musclee, leur travail actif et leur attitude energique, presentent, sur 
un plan tres physique, une stylisation des femmes qui contredit les definitions 
masculines du feminin. 

L'effet des representations de Loring et de WyIe des travailleuses des usines 
de guerre sur la definition des genres va au-dela d'un simple projet de renverse­
ment dialectique. Leurs sculptures peuvent etre comprises comme etant veri ta­
blement radicales en ce sens qu'elles sont un defi a la logique actuelle des opposi­
tions dualistes sur lesquelles le systeme traditionnel des genres est fonde. La com­
paraison entre deux sculptures de Florence Wyle qui representent dans une pose 
identique l'une, une femme travaillant en usine, et l'autre, un homme, ouvrier 
agricole, revele les termes de ce defi. 11 est fonde, non pas sur un rejet des dif­
ferences physiologiques entre les sexes, mais sur le refus de l'artiste d'utiliser ces 
differences pour etablir une distinction exclusive et opposee sur le plan de la signi­
fication sociale entre les personnages, tous deux valorises en tant que travailleurs. 

Dans leur refus de reconnaltre une construction des genres posee en termes 
d'alterite opposee, les oeuvres de Loring et de Wyle peuvent sembler aller au-dela 
de la feminite, et rejoindre la destabilisation de l'heterosexualite comme modele 
de relations sociales. Dans son contexte social et institutionnel, l'heterosexualite 
depend justement de l'auto-Iegitimation de l'Un par opposition a l'Autre, ce que 
Loring et Wyle refusent. Ces dernieres vivaient effectivement, sur le plan person­
nel, en dehors des conventions heterosexuelles. J'aimerais suggerer aussi que, dans 
la mesure OU elles refusent de circonscrire les femmes et les hommes dans leurs dif­
ferences opposees, leurs sculptures de travailleurs des industries de guerre se pla­
cent egalement en dehors de ces conventions, ce qui presente un reel defi aux 
normes sexuelles. 
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Toutefois, lorsqu'on place ces sculptures dans leur contexte historique, leur 
potentiel derangeant est largement dissipe par le discours sur le patriotisme dans 
lequel elIes etaient pIongees. Si on examine les reactions de la presse et de la cri­
tique, on se rend compte que ces representations novatrices des femmes dans l'in­
dustrie lourde n'ont pas provoque de discussion sur la feminite ou sur l'experience 
de travail des femmes en dehors du contexte patriotique. 

Avant 1916, la majeure partie de la population canadienne a traite de la 
question du travail des femmes (et des defis complementaires a des categories 
sexuelles fixes) en l'ignorant. Lorsque cette strategie fut devenue impraticable, la 
societe canadienne s'effor~a de trouver un moyen de comprendre et de controler 
les defis que ces femmes pouvaient representer. La categorisation des representa­
tions feminines les rendait comprehensibles. Les articles de journaux parlaient 
constamment de ces sculptures en termes de representations de certains «types» 
ou «classes» de femmes, en classant les femmes representees par Loring et par 
Wyle sous la designation de «patriotes». Par extension, le travail de ces femmes 
etait per~u comme une aberration sociale causee par la guerre et motivee par l'es­
prit de sacrifice des femmes en faveur des hommes partis a la guerre. Alors que les 
sculptures de Loring et de Wyle etaient bien re<;:ues par les critiques, les femmes 
qu' elles representaient etaient infailliblement cantonnees dans le role de soutien 
loyal de «femmes derriere les hommes derriere les canons». Les journalistes y 
voyaient des images rafraichissantes de «la jeune Canadienne patriote res tee au 
pays et travaillant» pour le retour du pere, du frere ou du fiance. Ainsi, malgre son 
radicalisme apparent, la nouvelle vision de femmes au travail proposee par Loring 
et par Wyle etait rendue acceptable par les manoeuvres d'une ideologie patrio­
tique qui limitait la perception de l'activite economique des femmes a l'interieur 
de la lutte restreinte de l'industrie de guerre. 

Egalement confortante pour les idees courantes sur la feminite, la rhetorique de 
la beaute etait invoquee pour justifier et glorifier les representations des travailleuses 
dans les usines de guerre. En discutant des sculptures de Loring et de Wyle, on soulig­
nait la beaute physique lorsqu'il s'agissait de sujets feminins, mais on n'en parlait pas 
a propos de leurs contreparties masculines. Naomi Wolf a decrit l'institution du culte 
de la beaute feminine essentielle comme «un rempart contre la maree du change­
ment» opere, au cours du XXe siecle, par la lutte des femmes pour obtenir plus 
d'independance. Le travail des femmes dans l'industrie devait sfuement etre une cause 
d'anxiete pour plusieurs memhres de la societe, entre autres les syndicalistes, les tra­
vailleurs masculins, les agents du gouvernement et les soldats de retour du front. Il 
me semble que l'accent mis sur la beaute des travailleuses de Loring et de Wyle revele 
un effort general pour promouvoir un concept de la feminite qui paraissait sur le 
point d' eclater sous les pressions economiques et sociales exercees par les travailleuses 
de l'industrie de guerre, devenues independantes. 

48 



Le contraste marque entre les lectures contemporaine et historique des oeu­
vres de guerre de Loring et de Wyle est un rappel opportun de la complexite du 
champ de la signification. Les figures habitent un curieux espace interstitiel. A la 
croisee du patriarcat et du patriotisme, les artistes ont realise une vision qui se 
situe en dehors des strictes limites de l'un et de l'autre. Le discours hegemonique 
sur le genre durant les annees vingt a donne lieu a la formule visuelle du corps 
feminin comme object approprie de contemplation esthetique. L'ideologie du 
patriotisme, avec sa predisposition a l'herolsme, s'est fait une place dans l'image 
de la femme ideale. Ainsi, les sculptures de Loring et de Wyle oscillent entre les 
representations du patriotisme et du genre dans leur cadre de reference centre sur 
le masculin et un espace qui se situe au-dela de ces representations. En faisant 
eclater les categories, ces representations de femmes au travail posent le probleme 
de ce que signifie voir une femme ou voir une patriote. La connaissance (et le pou­
voir correspondant) qui a surgi de la capacite d'identifier et de definir la feminite 
et l'herolsme s'ecroule egalement. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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