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This project and catalogue were produced on Kulin 
Nation land. The participants acknowledge the 
Wurundjeri, Boon Wurrung, Taungurung, Dja Dja 
Wurrung and Wadawurrung peoples of the Kulin 
Nation as the first and continuing custodians of 
these lands and waters. We recognise sovereignty 
has never been ceded and we pay our respects to 
their Elders past and present.

MILF examines the relationship between a mother, 
an artist and her child. In this new body of work, 
Ruth O’Leary investigates her transgressive and 
enchanting experience of motherhood.



Interview

One of the themes we can interpret from your current 
work is a discursive space where we can speak of the 
congruences and incompatibilities between reproductive 
labour and artistic labour. 

Generally we associate reproductive labour with 
housework or domestic labour, stemming from Marx’s 
usage, which demonstrated the ways in which “productive” 
labour (a form of labour that creates surplus value i.e 
the desired object of capitalism) was itself sustained 
and supported by domestic work in the privacy of the 
home. The elision of a proper explication and historical 
development of reproductive labour in Marx has since lead 
to important revisions in our interpretations, most notably 
in Marxist Feminism. Part of this revision has focused on 
the alleged “unproductive” quality of reproductive labour 
and the ways in which its devaluation is sustained by 
the patriarchal rigging of our capitalist economies. Much 
of this has only gained further relevance as the orbit of 
Western economies have increasingly been propelled by 
what we call the “service industry”—where reproductive 
labour has necessarily been widely industrialised to 
sustain a workforce composed of as many people (all 
genders) at all times. Still, within this productive sphere, 
workers in reproductive roles such as childcare, industrial 
cleaning, food service, education etc. are amongst the 
worst paid and most underprivileged in our society. More 
can be said contrasting this with artistic labour (another 
“unproductive” activity according to Marx), but without 
going into too much detail, could you share with us how 
your views on housework have changed since having a 
child? And has this change influenced your approach to 
making art?

Everything has changed since a child was born into my 
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life. Firstly, making art is a privilege for me now. I can no 
longer spend days in the studio working and initially I 
felt this was a threat to my practice. But after eighteen 
months of mothering (inside and out) I found the solution 
to this conflict. Rather than the job of artist being in 
resistance to that of the job of mother I see now that 
they can complement each other. This realisation is a huge 
relief for me, working on this show was terrible, I was in 
a constant state of anxiety and over it in my head. But 
what has come from that is a new freedom in making. My 
approach became: the labour of motherhood is creative, 
the housework is artwork.

This brings us to a bold fact: that maintaining the 
balance between raising a family, working, and making art 
accentuates an economy of time. We often hear of the 
precarity that young artist’s face in our present economy, 
focusing on the vocational feats they need to perform in 
order to pay rent, eat, etc. This is not an issue without 
merit, yet this is almost seems trivial in comparison to 
raising and maintaining a family with precarious income 
and unstable living arrangements. As you say, under these 
conditions, making art becomes a privilege. As it is a 
matter of choice. Helke Sander’s film All Round Reduced 
Personality (Die Allseitig reduzierte Persönlichkeit, 1979) is 
one such work that really addressed this point—showing 
the life of a single mother, balancing domestic life with 
freelance work as a photojournalist and creative work 
within an artist collective. 

Has this limitation on time entered into how you 
make your work? Have your means or materials changed?

Well actually this is the first show where I’ve been given 
a materials fee for, so I didn’t buy the cheapest paint—
which felt special. Most of my work is executed on the 
floor of our one bedroom bungalow between nap times. 

Which takes me back to high school where I loved to make 
art on my bedroom floor. Generally I make things from 
my own subjective perspective, so there is something I 
enjoy about making work on and during motherhood while 
sitting amongst dirty nappies. However, it can get a bit 
claustrophobic. So we just bought one of those baby walkie 
talkies so I can paint in the shed now while Apollo sleeps. 
The limitation on time has been tough, but I also don’t have 
enough time to give my work the type of critical judgement 
that I usually do. It’s like...whatever comes out is what 
comes out and that is enough right now!

One of your pieces carries the text “Labour is never over” 
which not only implies the persistence of labour outside of 
the working day, but also our usage of labour in the capacity 
of giving birth (an act of creation even). The intermingling 
of tools associated with the figure of the artist, “worker”, 
and doctor are cogent and not without humour. Yet it’s 
interesting to think that the tools of the doctor operate 
on the mother and child, they themselves do not operate 
the tools associated with birth. Rather, the “labour” of 
the mother is assisted and augmented by the doctor and 
midwife (a term with no proper non-gendered equivalent in 
English). Imagining this scene a few hundred thousand years 
ago, I’d associate this with the necessary cooperation or 
collaboration that humans undertake for survival. 

On another level, Mary Kelley’s Postpartum 
document was a work that she made in a sense with her 
child—using refuse such as diapers etc. in the presentation 
of the work. I wonder if we can think about the possibility 
of a figure such as the mother-as-artist which Kelley most 
clearly presented in the 1970’s?

Postpartum document is an important work which 
motivates me on a tremendous level. However, the issue 
of a mother’s labour not being seen as a ‘real job’ hasn’t 
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changed much since 1979. When someone asks you: “So, 
what do you do?” A mother is still not enough! Come on! 
This is where things get a bit grim and I wonder what 
scope the gallery has for real social change. (In relation to 
a work like Postpartum Document) The nuclear family is 
still bad news, especially for the mother. ‘Labour is never 
over’, one gains recognition through work in capitalist 
society, yet not in mothers’ work. I don’t mean to sound 
cynical, I love to love my child but I have experienced a 
real darkness in child rearing.

I think there’s something very important in what you say 
here, that work—at least on a symbolic level—is about 
recognition, the Russian-French philosopher Alexander 
Kojeve had a lot to say about this. I myself wonder how 
reproductive labour fits into an understanding of labour as 
“man’s” fight for recognition (Kojeve’s phrasing). Today we 
could read this desire for recognition into the functioning 
of social media, and in turn, how this distribution of images 
then effects how artists make and perceive their work (in 
both senses of the word, as artwork and as labour).  
 Within this, we might think about the image of 
the child in this network, in a crooked way, it reminds me 
of the complaints that people make about their friends 
posting too many pictures of their children on social 
media. This gains a different relevance in light of the 
growing anxiety surrounding data security and our control 
over this information. Naturally, children reared during this 
era have not given consent for how their data is used and 
we are yet to see how the ownership of this data might 
be challenged down the track. Which I guess touches on 
some old questions, like what agency or autonomy children 
have from their parents. Since a work like Postpartum 
Document incorporates the child, and in some cases so 
does your work, how do you respond to this? What do you 
hope for your child to think about it?

Navigating the way Apollo comes into my work is a tricky 
new factor to consider. At first, I got carried away with 
costumes that he could wear and roles that he could play 
in my work but in reality it just felt wrong! I think it is more 
interesting if I continue making my work with his presence 
in it. I am always with Apollo, so it doesn’t make sense 
that I get a babysitter while I make an artwork about 
mothering. I am really interested in his inquisitive gaze, 
as he incarnates more into his body I’ve witnessed his 
watchful eyes following my every movement, reading my 
actions and developing himself in relation to that. I hope 
he thinks my work is worthy of his inquisitive gaze.

As a final point, I wonder if you could speak a little about 
something that I’ve left out—the uses of masking and 
cosmetics in your work. One of my favourite works of yours 
is the The history of painting which intervenes in a space 
somewhere beyond Corbet’s L’Origine du Monde and Lydia 
Benglis’ page in Art Forum. How has this dialogue with 
normative beauty standards developed with your newer 
work? Has this changed with the addition of this new 
audience member, your son?

I am in the process of removing my body from my work, 
which I have seen as a mannequin in which to try on ideas. 
Since carrying another body in mine and then birthing 
it, I am more interested in other representations of self. 
Perhaps this is because my body doesn’t feel like my own 
anymore. I dream about making work that isn’t pessimistic, 
but I keep returning to an obsession with the architecture 
of the self and what we hide behind. The mask will always 
be of interest to my work because there are so many 
layers to “woman” and I find that disturbing and intriguing 
all at once.
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