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HERE ’S LOOKING
AT BLUE
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SCIENTISTS, SOUL SINGERS, AND SAILOR MOON:  
A FEW OF OUR FEMINIST FAVORITES INSPIRED BY THE COLOR 
with illustrations by Sheila Laufer

Casa Azul
Like so many other female artists, Frida Kahlo often struggled to find the proverbial room of one’s 

own. Today, she has not just a room of her own, but a whole house—and you can visit.  

The Frida Kahlo Museum in Mexico City is also known as the Casa Azul. Its cobalt-blue walls are 

as jarring and beautiful as Kahlo’s work, and the house itself is not just where her paintings have 

been curated and collected, but where she was born in 1907, died in 1954, and, between those  

bookends, where she lived.

More to the point, it is where she painted. Visitors can see not just Kahlo’s easel and brushes, but 

the mirror she affixed to her bedroom ceiling so she could paint self-portraits when she was too weak 

to sit. Kahlo returned again and again to her own body for subject matter and composed some of her 

most iconic self-portraits, including The Wounded Deer and The Broken Column, in the Casa Azul. In 

the process, she made visible the marrow-deep experience of all women. Her paintings still provide 

a reminder that self-scrutiny does lead not to narcissism, but to revelation. Whether you arrive at her 

door as a pilgrim or a neophyte, Frida Kahlo will welcome you in. — S A R A H  M A R S H A L L

The Bluest Eye
When asked once if her 1997 novel Paradise—which follows 

the murder of several women in a small-town convent—

was a feminist novel, Nobel Prize laureate Toni Morrison 

replied, “I don’t write ‘-ist’ novels.” She viewed feminism as 

a “closed” position, preferring instead “equitable access, and 

opening doors to all sorts of things”—which is precisely 

how some of us define feminism. But Morrison notes that 

“Black” and “feminist” have always been merged because 

working, caring for home and children, and dealing with 

injustice is a “daily activity” for Black women. Perhaps  

this is how she could write a story about an 11-year-old  

girl’s tragic embrace of the supremacist gaze that condemns 

her as “ugly” and not consider it a feminist book. In The 

Bluest Eye, Morrison’s 1970 debut novel, Pecola Breedlove is 

raped by her father, laments her dark skin, and “each night, 

without fail...prayed for blue eyes” in hopes of becoming 

beautiful. Morrison has said that she didn’t want readers to 

just pity Pecola. She wanted us to understand that by failing 

to challenge and dismantle exclusionary and racist concepts 

of beauty, we too are complicit in the destruction of Pecola 

Breedlove’s self-concept. — D E E S H A  P H I LYAW
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Dorothy Vallens
In the 1986 film Blue Velvet, writer-director David Lynch explores the fine line between pleasure and pain. 

Isabella Rossellini plays Dorothy Vallens, an emotionally conflicted yet irresistibly alluring lounge singer. 

Although she embodies the trappings of the traditional femme fatale, including her mysterious pull, pow-

ers of seduction, and melancholy-tinged beauty, Dorothy underestimates her inner strength.

Forced to serve as mistress to Frank Booth (an unhinged and drug-addicted sociopath played by Dennis 

Hopper) to keep her husband and son alive, Dorothy submits to Frank’s sadomasochism as a means of 

survival, terrified of displeasing him. 

Bluestockings
I will freely admit that I first encountered the word “bluestocking” courtesy of Regency romance nov-

els. Like so many other vocabulary lessons from that genre—among them “vicar,” “rector,” “rake,” and 

“rogerer”—“bluestocking” sounds too quaint a word not to conceal some naughtier meaning. 

The real explanation is a lot less torrid but much more inspiring. “Bluestocking” was a term first 

used by Regency society figure Elizabeth Montagu for salons she held in her home. In these gatherings, 

Montagu not only allowed authors, artists, and academics to share and improve their ideas, she set herself 

apart by giving women a space to speak their minds, giving equal attention to all participants, regardless 

of their wealth or social class. Montagu invited period luminaries like Samuel Johnson and Horace  

Walpole, but the bulk of her circle was reserved for female authors and thinkers—women like Frances 

Burney, whose legacies have endured into our era, and others, like Elizabeth Carter, Anna Laetitia Bar-

bauld, and Sarah Fielding, whose names we would do well to remember.

In fact, Montagu never used the term “bluestockings” to refer to the dress of those women whose intel-

lects she helped to nurture. Instead, she had men’s fashion in mind. At the time, white silk stockings were de 

rigueur for gentlemen, while blue worsted wool stockings were cheaper and less fashionable. To Montagu they 

suggested that the wearer was interested in meeting with women not to jest or f lirt, but to engage in serious 

conversation. Bluestockings is also the name of a leftist bookstore in New York—reminding us that, if we are 

far from our own ideal salon, we can always find one in literature. — S. M .

Little Girl Blue
Like that old wedding adage, 

Nina Simone’s 1957 debut 

album, Little Girl Blue, holds 

something old, new, borrowed, 

and blue. 

Before Simone racked up suc-

cessful international tours, made 

powerful and sometimes shock-

ing statements about music, love, 

and civil rights from her piano 

bench in front of thousands, she 

was a 24-year-old pursuing a ca-

reer as a concert pianist and just 

getting her feet wet in recording. 

The title track is Simone’s riff 

on the standard arranged with 

“Good King Wenceslas,” an early 

example of Simone’s signature 

amalgam of classical skill and 

popular sound that, combined, 

made a larger, deeper, more 

devastating whole. But Simone 

had mixed feelings about her 

first recording foray, later writ-

ing “I spent...three days playing 

Beethoven to get the session out 

of my system,” and felt cheated 

by the record label. 

Still, Little Girl Blue includes “I 

Love You Porgy,” the single that 

launched Simone’s career. Other 

songs included on the album, 

“Love Me or Leave Me,” “Don’t 

Smoke in Bed” (recently covered 

by avant rock band Xiu Xiu), and 

“Plain Gold Ring” continue to be 

staples in contemporary music 

today. Everyone gets their start 

somewhere, and Nina Simone’s 

beginning was a certain shade of 

blue, mood indigo to be exact.  
— J O R DA N N A H  E L I Z A B E T H

Nina Simone’s beginning was a certain shade 
of blue, mood indigo to be exact.  
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Anna Atkins   
In 1842, botanist Anna Atkins had a problem. As she prepared 

a field guide to British algae, she found that the ideals of sci-

entific illustration were hard to apply to seaweed. At the time, 

illustrators aimed to ignore any unique characteristics of their 

specimens in order to generalize about the “true” nature and 

design (called “truth-to-nature”) of a given species. Atkins 

found that the tiny algal structures were tedious to draw and 

too irregular to readily identify common traits. If only she could 

find a way to let the seaweeds speak for themselves without 

being filtered through her eye, mind, and hand! She soon had 

an opportunity when she heard of a new technique that used 

sunlight to capture the shapes of objects—a rudimentary pho-

tographic technique called cyanotype. She arranged her algal 

specimens on a glass plate, which was then laid in the sun on 

top of paper treated with light-sensitive iron salts. The sun’s uv 

rays turned the exposed parts of the paper blue, leaving behind 

brilliant white algae silhouettes. Atkins published 389 such 

prints over more than a decade to form her book Photographs 

of British Algae, which introduced the scientific community to 

a new idea of objectivity. Instead of making illustrations that 

portray the common traits of a species, Atkins captured the 

uniqueness of each individual alga—its oddness and beauty—

as one of the first female photographers. — H A N N A H  WAT E R S  

Bluets
There are two types of people in the world: those who 

haven’t read Bluets and those who reread it. In her collec-

tion of 240 blue-related propositions, Maggie Nelson slowly 

spins her reader into a cocoon of singular obsession, leaving 

the re  ader—much like the book itself—completely trans-

formed by the end.

Upon a first reading, you know that Nelson is ref lecting 

on suffering and loss: the dissolution of a relationship and 

the physical suffering of her friend, now quadriplegic after a 

terrible accident. It’s a long essay, but it’s lyrical and not quite 

prose. There are the blues: blau sein (German for drunk), the 

color of a jacaranda tree (“a type of blue”), The Deepest Blue (a 

self-help book), the color of the sky.

By relating her obsession with the color blue, Nelson 

opens the reader’s eyes to patterns and bias. Through  

Nelson’s constant self-editing and distrust of ways of re-

membering, we learn how to see ourselves.

The beauty in Bluets is how you won’t trip over the color, 

but after constant rereading, you’ll fail to articulate just 

how, in the end, it works. What you realize is that the edges 

of the cocoon have dissolved and you’ve emerged—changed, 

somehow. The only thing you’re absolutely sure of is the 

constant that, on a clear, cloudless day, the sky will be blue. 

Nelson does more than make us think about or relate to her 

writing; on the page, she can move and trigger some of the 

emotions we avoid the most. — S A R A  B L A C K  M c C U L LO C H

Through Lynch’s signature blend of the surreal with the psychologically disturbing, Dorothy remains an 

unfortunate victim of a greater evil, a desperate woman who sacrifices her morals and dignity as an act of self-

less love. She is a damsel in distress and endures brutal abuse in hopes that someone will rescue her. When she 

demands that college kid Jeffrey (Kyle MacLachlan) hit her as they make love, she is mimicking Frank’s breed of 

twisted affection that she has consequently internalized. Like the doomed Laura Palmer of Twin Peaks, another 

Lynch cult classic, Dorothy is a woman with secrets caught up in the seedy underbelly of otherwise quiet subur-

bia. Yet unlike Laura Palmer, Dorothy lives to see the positive aftermath of her redemption. — VA N E S S A  W I L LO U G H B Y 
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Gladys Bentley
When Gladys Bentley stepped off the bus from Philly to Harlem, she was just 16. A 

dynamic performer, pianist, and self-proclaimed “bulldagger,” Bentley was an icon of Har-

lem’s 1920s nightlife. She made a name for herself performing in rent parties—often safe 

spaces for the gay and lesbian community—before she began headlining at nightclubs. 

Bentley performed in her signature tuxedo and top hat, and was known to sing bawdy ver-

sions of popular songs and openly f lirt with female audience members. 

But times changed, and although Bentley enjoyed a 20-year recording career, she 

went from being a successful and openly gay entertainer to a woman who feared for her 

financial stability and reputation in the ’40s and ’50s. 

Bentley married a man, and in 1950 she wrote an essay entitled “I Am a Woman 

Again” for Ebony, confessing her sexuality to be “cured” after taking female hormone 

treatments. Nonetheless, songs like “How Much Can I Stand?,” “Worried Blues,” and a 

large catalog of recorded music will forever keep Bentley’s transgressive social and musical 

legacy alive. — J. E .

Blue
Songs from Joni Mitchell’s 

Blue, the ultimate breakup 

album, served as the 

soundtrack to the tumul-

tuous years before and 

shortly after my first mar-

riage ended. Mitchell’s impeccable songwriting 

and voice set af lame feelings that I alternately 

reveled in and suffered through. I was that 

“selfish…sad” lover in “River.” “All I Want” 

captured the cycle of hurt and desire I longed 

to escape, while “California” nailed the longing 

I couldn’t shake. The album’s sexual frankness 

was groundbreaking for a woman artist in 1971. 

On Blue, lovers come and go (“Will you take me 

as I am—strung out on another man?”); they 

love you “so naughty” and make you “weak in 

the knees.” Mitchell’s lyrics and public persona 

affirm that you can be lovesick, horny, cranky, 

and refuse to settle into the restrictive mold 

created for you by someone else. This is what 

my early feminism looked like. Yet as Q-Tip 

quipped in Janet Jackson’s Mitchell-homaged 

single “Got Til It’s Gone,” Joni never lied...and 

said she was a feminist. In fact, she publicly 

embraced the common (and willful) misreading  

of feminism as militant and useless. She’s certainly  

not the first woman to eschew the “feminist” 

label while simultaneously embodying  

feminist principles. — D. P.

Sailor Mercury
Sailor Moon, the ’90s manga hit, follows the crime-fighting Sailor Guardians. Among 

them, Ami Mizuno (Sailor Mercury) is the brains of the squad. As the country’s top stu-

dent, with a rumored iq of 300, Ami transforms into Sailor Mercury—sporting goggles 

and a portable computer—whenever evil runs amok. Ami is studious and deeply kind, 

and yearns to be a doctor just like her mother.

Instead of saving the day through compassion or luck (as her fellow guardians tend 

to), Sailor Mercury dazzles with her scientific brilliance, combining her knack for math 

and computers with her control over water. In earlier iterations of the show, she’s a wel-

come counterweight to Usagi (Sailor Moon), who’s more likely to fawn over boys than math 

homework. Her power over bodies of water (ref lected in her blue ensemble) continues to 

develop as the show progresses—her initial fog-inducing attacks eventually transform 

into formidable water blasts and snow storms. Not only does she save the day with H20, 

she inspires girl mathematicians and computer scientists to make Sailor-sized waves of 

their own. — B R I A N N A  KO VA N
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Science Officer Blue

For me, the color blue is intertwined with the robin’s-egg shade 

worn by scientists on Star Trek. Although men like Spock and 

Dr. McCoy are the most recognizable characters who sported 

the blue tunic, women in that signature color played roles like 

psychiatrist Elizabeth Dehner, archaeologist Carolyn Palamas, 

and nurse Christine Chapel, and Lieutenant Marlena Moreau. 

(Lieutenant Uhura, although she wore red, blazed her own 

trail as the show’s first woman of color in her critical technical 

position as the ship’s communications officer.) They passed 

the torch to later female Starf leet officers from Dr. Beverly 

Crusher to Captain Kathryn Janeway, all providing girls with 

role models from botanist to astrophysicist to entomologist for 

the last half century. 

When I was a child in the 1960s, my culture considered the 

terms “woman” and “scientist” mutually exclusive, but Star Trek 

showed me a better galaxy. A decade later, I majored in physics.  

— M A R Y  A N N A  E VA N S   

Mystique

Joni Mitchell affirmed that you can be lovesick,  
horny, cranky, and refuse to settle into the restrictive  
mold created for you by someone else.

In the X-Men comic-book series, blue-bodied Mystique is tightly wound up in plot twists, secret 

agendas, and body morphing. Her ability to transform into others’ bodies allows her to regularly 

snake in and out of relationships, companies, and snafus. Whether she’s working as a pro-mutant 

terrorist or a government operative, Mystique fights for self-preservation and mutant rights. As a 

bonus aside, her subplots focus on her bisexuality and parenthood.

Unfortunately, the recent X-Men movie franchise simplifies this compelling character. In X-Men: 

Days of Future Past (2014), Professor X urges Mystique to present as human while Erik Lehnsherr 

(the infallible professor’s foil) touts a more radical approach: accept her mutant identity and disrupt 

the system. Regardless of which path Mystique chooses, her agency is hampered by two white men 

who are after her loyalty. Adding insult to injury, fast-food chain Hardee’s produced a commercial in 

which Mystique “mans up” (by transforming into a hypermasculine man) in order to down a hefty 

burger. Yikes. We’d much prefer the comic-book villain who kicks ass, takes names, and steals identi-

ties on a daily basis. — B . K .

Roseanne

Roseanne Barr’s eponymous sitcom was one 

of the first tv shows to depict a blue-collar 

American family living paycheck to paycheck. 

Roseanne debuted in 1988, and in the nearly 

decade-long run, the Conner family struggled to 

make ends meet while taking on issues like teen 

sex, homophobia, and abortion from a markedly 

feminist perspective. Roseanne Conner became 

the face of blue-collar feminism; she was opinion-

ated and outspoken, and wasn’t about to pretend 

that holding down a job or a household was easy. 

Whether walking out on her job at the plastic fac-

tory because she’d had enough of her sexist super-

visor, or tossing pizza ads at her son after he asked 

her what was for dinner, Roseanne was never apol-

ogetic and always hilarious. Barr pushed for gay 

characters when tv was almost exclusively straight, 

and was outspoken about the need to address class 

issues on the show. Unfortunately, Barr outed her-

self as extremely transphobic in recent years, but 

Roseanne Conner lives on as a feminist legend on 

syndication. The best episode to start with? “The 

Getaway, Almost” from the eighth season, which 

features a riot grrrl hitchhiker. — A S H L E Y  M c A L L I S T E R


