
The first view of the show upon entering the 
Alien She exhibition at the Museum of Con-
temporary Craft is delightfully chaotic, with 
the majority of the first gallery initially seen 
through the holes of a hot-pink chain-link 
fence. We Couldn’t Get In. We Couldn’t Get 
Out., by L.J. Roberts, is approximately ten feet 
high by thirty feet wide, but is compressed into 
a zigzag pattern to allow limited movement 
through the gallery on either side. Crank-knit 
yarn makes up the sagging chain links, which 
are supported and framed by steel poles. 

Placing such a barrier at the beginning of this 
show provides a highly effective visual meta-
phor for the origins of the riot grrrl movement. 
Instead of participating in the misogynist punk 
and grunge rock scenes of the 1990s, young 
women circumvented these arenas entire-
ly, forming their own bands and ultimately 
forging an international feminist community 
committed to collaborative, DIY cultural pro-
duction. However, Roberts’s piece suggests that 
although these young people formed their own 
artistic communities of resistance, they were 
still trapped within a patriarchal society. This 

created barriers to participation and access 
within the movement as well, in particular for 
transgender individuals, the working poor, and 
women of color.

A visceral response to being labeled “other” 
while being trapped within an oppressive sys-
tem is artfully embodied by Allyson Mitchell’s 
Ladies Sasquatch installation which, due to its 
uncanny strangeness, easily entices viewers to 
the other side of the fence. Each of Mitchell’s 
three mythical creatures is made from found 
textiles, taxidermy supplies, appliqué borg, 
styrofoam and wood. Although much larger 
in size than the average human, these beasts 
are anthropomorphized through their facial 
expressions of unmistakable aggression and 
lust. In many ways these sculptures embody 
the “Alien She” of the exhibition’s title, which 
references a Bikini Kill song of the same name 
that addresses the difficulty of navigating with-
in socially prescribed gender roles. The lady 
sasquatches subvert the traditional expectation 
that females must behave as sexual prey and 
instead take on the role of predator, while the 
artist’s campy aesthetic points to the ridicu-
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lousness of society’s fear of and desire to con-
trol women’s sexuality. This message is made 
explicit by the posture of one sasquatch in par-
ticular, who prominently displays her engorged 
vulva for passing visitors to encounter on their 
way to the next gallery.

Both We Couldn’t Get In. 
We Couldn’t Get Out. and 
Ladies Sasquatch are recent 
pieces from the 2000s, yet 
these works and those by 
the five additional artists 
featured in the exhibition 
were chosen by curators 
Astria Suparak and Ceci 
Moss as examples of how 
the riot grrrl movement 
continues to influence con-
temporary artistic practices 
today. In particular, each 
artist’s changing relation-
ship to craft and materials 
in relation to this theoretical 
framework is particularly 
interesting to analyze within 
the traveling show’s current 
venue. In keeping with a 
punk ethos, the riot grrrl 
aesthetic typically eschewed 
meticulous craftsmanship 
and instead embraced 
de-skilling, regardless of 
medium, but with an added 
emphasis on accessibility 

and encouraging grrrls to join together in 
the creative process. As the members of 
the band Bikini Kill wrote in the first issue 
of their self-titled zine, “we are not special, 
anyone can do it. ENCOURAGEMENT IN 
THE FACE OF INSECURITY is a slogan 

of the revolution.” Young 
women in the movement 
used inexpensive and read-
ily available materials and 
tools to produce black-and-
white photocopied zines, 
videos made with hand-
held camcorders, and raw 
tracks recorded in friends’ 
basements or garages. The 
response to mainstream 
expectations of cultural pro-
duction was to completely 
reject these standards and 
instead focus on young wom-
en’s voices being heard.

Interestingly, much of the 
contemporary art featured 

in Alien She illustrates a noticeable shift away 
from this punk aesthetic and a move toward 
subject matter and materials stereotypically 
labeled as “feminine” or “domestic.” Work by 
Roberts and Mitchell utilizing fiber-based com-
ponents reads as an overt nod to the artists’ 
second-wave feminist predecessors, but from 
a third-wave perspective. Another example of 
this approach to craft is Stephanie Syjuco’s 
Counterfeit Crochet Project (Critique of a Political 
Economy), which is not only a comment on the 
value of “feminine” materials, but on the rela-
tionship between gender and labor within a 
globalized economy. The handmade items on 
display, which include a counterfeit Burberry 
scarf and Gucci, Fendi, and Chanel handbags, 
were made by Syjuco and other crocheters 
from around the world who share patterns 
and photographs of their finished creations via 
the project’s website. Syjuco also extends this 

invitation to collaborate to museum-goers by 
providing an open table in the gallery stocked 
with instructions, crochet hooks, and multiple 
hues of yarn. 

Inclusion of makers of all skill levels is a main 
tenet of the Counterfeit Crochet Project, but Syju-
co also emphasizes the artistry and ingenuity 
required to make these handmade objects, as 
well as the economic implications of organizing 
such a project. As the artist eloquently notes, 
“Crochet is considered a lowly medium, and 
the limitations imposed by trying to create 
detail with yarn takes advantage of the indi-
vidual maker’s ingenuity and problem-solving 
skills.” Everyday materials that have long been 
associated with women’s work and domestic 
space are elevated within a fine art context by 
this project, yet the labor invested in these 
handmade objects sits in stark contrast to the 
overseas sweatshop labor, often provided by 
women, that produces the designer accessories 
in exchange for wages that make up only a frac-
tion of the inflated consumer prices. 

While work like Syuco’s that addresses craft 
as subject matter shines within this particular 
iteration of the show, the brilliant video work 
of Miranda July is sadly undermined by the 
exhibition of an overwhelming number of her 
contemporary pieces on just two video screens. 
Additionally, unfocused and cluttered displays 
of ephemera from her collaborative projects 
convey the magnitude of July’s numerous 
contributions to the movement, but prohibit 
meaningful engagement with her contempo-
rary work on a conceptual or artistic level with-
in the gallery.
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The unfortunate curatorial decision 
to hide Tammy Rae Carland’s pho-
tographs in the back corner of the 
511 Gallery at The Pacific Northwest 
College of Art is also disappointing. 
This additional exhibition space for 
Alien She functions primarily as an 
open archive for browsing through 
zines and listening to music. Carland’s 
presence in this section of the exhibi-
tion is appropriate, albeit somewhat 
downplayed, as she is the author of the 
well-known riot grrrl zine I Heart Amy 
Carter and was an original member of 
Sleater-Kinney before moving on to 
found Mr. Lady Records. In addition, 
her contemporary art practice attempts 
to compile an archive of various expe-
riences, real and imagined, of lesbian 
domestic life by using photography 
that is both performative and docu-
mentary in style. Concealing Carland’s 
photographs, specifically those from 
her Lesbian Beds series on the very 
back wall, may cause visitors to over-
look the importance of these domestic 

spaces that, until fairly recently, had 
been seen as subversive, and which 
deserve to be seen in the open.

Perhaps it is understandable that art-
work engaging with more traditional 
craft-based materials would take pre-
cedence within a museum dedicated 
to this type of cultural production, but, 
ultimately, this curatorial blindspot 
is a missed opportunity to bring the 
traditionally male-dominated medi-
ums of photography and video into 
the discussion of gendered materials 
and labor. However, as a contribu-
tion to the history of feminist art and 
activism, Alien She is a remarkable 
achievement. It is not only an histori-
cal survey of an important movement 
that continues to influence art being 
made today, but also a strident call for 
artists to continue the riot grrrl lega-
cy of socially-engaged, collaborative 
practices that champion outsiders and 
challenge oppression.
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