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In the 1970s, voices started to emerge that criticized the depiction of
women’s bodies in the male-dominated world of photography. How-to 
guides for photographing the nude body only had female models.  
Men were the photographers and the authors. Women were in front  
of the lens and depicted like butterflies in a lepidopterological study 1 
and male superiority in the field was never questioned.

Our dust cover motif depicts Walking Tomato from the series Walking 
Objects shot by Laurie Simmons in 1989. An iconic piece of work that 
introduces our first  publication called THE BODY ISSUE.

1 Uschi Dresing, ‘Anmerkungen zu Aktaufnahmen’, in Körper Liebe Sprache. Über weibliche Kunst, Erotik darzu
stellen, ed. Anna Tüne (Berlin-West: Elefanten Press Verlag GmbH, 1982), p. 173
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The problem with 
‘female photographers’1

Introduction by Emma Lewis

1 The title references the headline of the article: ‘What’s the biggest problem with women artists ? None of 
them can actually paint, says Georg Baselitz’, The Independent, 6 February 2013. This article quotes feminist 
art historian Griselda Pollock’s response to Baselitz: ‘I could run rings around you with great women artists 
but there isn’t space in the cultural imagination.’ https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/
news/what-s-the-biggest-problem-with-women-artists-none-of-them-can-actually-paint-says-georg-
baselitz-8484019.html
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In October 1990, Dorothea Tanning was 80 years old. Over  
the previous five decades, she had built a complex, category-defying 
 career with a singular grasp on the subjects of the body, maternity,  
and what she called ‘unknown but knowable states’.3 She had also 
spent a good deal of her time —in countless interviews, statements 
and ‘savage letters’ to curators and institutions— pushing back 
against feminist analyses of her work and resisting the label ‘woman 
artist’.4 To read her only through the lens of gender, she made clear, 
was to risk missing a whole lot else. 

Tanning did not refuse to be categorised in this way because 
she was against women —‘far from it’, she said.5 She was against  
the ‘confused’ and ‘earnest’ people who insisted —even after she was 
blue in the face and bored out of her mind with saying otherwise— 
upon using her work to further a narrative that had little to do with her 
own artistic concerns.6 She was also, it goes without saying, railing 
against the labelʼs paternalistic overtones. Tanning belonged to a gen-
eration for whom shaking off of the perception of ‘woman artist’ as 
hobbyist was in itself a lifetimeʼs work; who knew that societyʼs expec-
tations of how a woman ‘should be’ did not allow the space for them  
to be an artist also. 

‘Women artists. There is no such 
thing—or person. Itʼs just as much a 
contra diction in terms as “man artist” 
or  “elephant artist”. You may be a 
woman and you may be an  artist;  
but the one is a given and the other  
is you.’2  Dorothea Tanning, interview with  

Carlo McCormick, BOMB, 1 October 1990

While conversations around what it means to be a woman  
and an artist have, in some ways, moved on in the past thirty years, 
anxi  eties about the label ‘woman artist’ persist.7 Over the past decade  
I have attended or somehow been involved in tens of talks, panel 
 discussions, conferences or exhibitions programmed with the aim of 
promoting women artists or examining the ways in which they can  
build and sustain their careers. I know from conversations with these 
artists and those in the business of working with them —critics, 
 cu rators, dealers, editors, gallerists and professors, among others—  
that they are all too aware of the potential pitfalls of using gender as an 
organising structure. They are conscious of essentialising the work, 
suggesting that it cannot be understood independently of its makerʼs 
gender, and they are conscious of essentialising women, suggesting 
that there are  fundamental qualities that make us somehow the same 
and therefore understand the world in the same way. I am also aware  
of some artistsʼ anxieties that allowing, or actively encouraging, their 
work to be read through the lens of gender is to somehow take them-
selves out of the game. As one friend said to me, ‘the point is to level 
the playing field, not to “relegate” ourselves to a different league’. 

The fear of not being taken seriously is real. 

But if we can agree that when it comes to self-identifying as  
a ‘woman artist’, the stakes are (perceived to be) high, we surely also 
have to examine why it is that artists are organising themselves into 
networks and collectives where their gender is placed front and centre. 
We have to ask: what are the conditions that are making this action 
necessary ?

If you are reading this, it is probably fair to assume that you 
donʼt need these conditions spelling out, though Iʼd argue that there is 
value in seeing the (always sobering) facts in black and white never-
theless. In 2019, a Guardian article profiling Agender, an Australian plat-
form for female photographers, carried the kind of anecdotal  accounts 
that should come as no surprise to anyone.8 It described the experi-
ences of women who have struggled to land assisting jobs for fear that 
they wouldnʼt be able to cope with carrying kit; who have turned up  
to their own shoot and been taken for the assistant (or make-up artist, 
or stylist); who have covered up their pregnancies for fear of not being 
hired. In 2017, when The New York Times covered the launch of Women 
Photograph, a database of women and non-binary photojournalists,  
it noted that despite some gains in the industry, there is still a telling 
gender disparity. One photographer they spoke to suggested that  
the reasons for this include ‘gender prejudice, hiring practices, a possi-
ble confidence gap between men and women, strains on personal  
lives, sexual harassment and a general decline in the media industry’.9 
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The same article mentioned a statistic released by the World Press 
Photo awards which showed that between 2012 and 2017 women ac-
counted for only 15 % of entries. As I write this, the publishers of British 
Journal of Photography, 1854, have just circulated their second annual 
‘Female in Focus’ report. Launched to ‘address gender inequality in  
the photography industry’, the findings state that ‘80 % of photography 
graduates are women —yet women make up only 15 % of professional 
photographers. These women photographers are earning, on average, 
40 % less than their male counterparts’.10 I could go on.

When it comes to the actions taken to address these prob-
lems, it seems to me that there is a distinction to be made between  
on the one hand, the act of grouping otherwise disparate work accord-
ing to gender and then making a case for that work being essentially 
 ‘female’; and on the other, the use of gender as an organising structure 
in order to support the day-by-day challenges of being an artist and  
the mechanisms of getting oneʼs work out into the world. With female-
photographers.org, Kirsten Becken and Veronika Faustmann practise 
the latter. They founded the collective in 2018, driven by the need  
for honest dialogue about the realities of main taining a professional 
practice —especially when faced with social or domestic issues  
that disproportionality affect women. As momentum has grown, the 
group has begun to apply their collective energy to organising projects 
that amplify their voices, this book among them. 

The power of mutually supportive structures like this should 
not be underestimated: women find self-promotion more difficult  
than men do and thereʼs a lot to be said for having allies, particularly in 
a career in which one tends to work alone.11 When asked about their 
motivations for joining femalephotographers.org, its members talked 
to me about visibility, the value of belonging to an international net-
work and, more than anything else, the importance of community as  
a source of personal and professional strength. ‘I have come to think  
of Female Photographers more as a rock than as a comet’ was one 
comment that sticks in my mind. It makes a case for the efficacy of 
slow and steady collective action, but also hints at the confidence- 
bolstering effect of belonging to a supportive network, even if that 
network is scattered across two continents and at least five different 
time zones. 

The book you hold in your hands, the first by female photo-
graphers.org brings together images on the theme of the body by 
members of the collective together with guest artists. It is a subject 
that is as old as photography itself, of course, beginning with the 
mediumʼs early adopters who captured demure nudes as objets dʼart 
and the machine-age modernists who wanted to see flesh rendered  

as hard as steel. Yet it wasnʼt until artists began performing versions of 
femininity —and to a lesser extent, masculinity— to the camera that  
we began to see images that demanded consideration of not only the 
flesh-and-bones physicality of bodies, but also the experience of living 
in them. The photographs in this publication do exactly that. Bodies 
pose and are posed so as to convey strength and energy or softness and 
vulnerability. There are young bodies and old bodies, bodies that are 
menstruating, maternal or matriarchal; post-childbirth or post-meno-
pause. There are bodies that are proud, preening and demanding of  
our attention and there are bodies that literally disappear into the land-
scape altogether. 

Once again, then, we return to the question of visibility; or, 
more precisely, the ways in which visibility is entangled with the distinct 
acts or states of looking and being seen. If the compositions featuring 
male bodies —in each case sensitive, even pliant— probe what it 
means for a woman to be doing the looking, the images depicting little 
girls and elderly women alike in lipstick, heels, and frills hint at the 
innumerable rituals we perform daily so as to be seen in the ‘right’ way. 
Altogether, these photographs are a reminder that our bodies shape 
the way in which we move through the world in the most mundane and 
profound of ways, and the way that the world moves —or does not—  
for us. This being the collective effort of femalephotographers.org,  
we might think not only of the body in front of the camera, but also the 
woman behind it, and what it took for them to get their shot.

2 Carlo McCormick, ‘Interview with Dorothea Tanning’, BOMB, 1 October 1990. https://bombmagazine.org/
articles/dorothea-tanning/

3  ‘Love and hate are old. These words are somewhat useless. I prefer delight. Or even euphoria.  
Unknown but knowable states. I try to capture and paint them.’ Alain Jouffroy, ‘Interview with Dorothea 
Tanning’, Dorothea Tanning (Stockholm: Malmö Konsthall, 1993), p.57

4 McCormick, 1990
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
 7 Journalist Mary Norris explains that debates over the use of the noun ‘woman’ as opposed to the adjective 

‘female’ are more political than grammatical. ‘Female Trouble: The Debate over “Woman” as Adjective’,  
The New Yorker, 30 May 2019. https://www.newyorker.com/culture/comma-queen/female-trouble-the- 
debate-over-woman-as-an-adjective

8 Clarissa Sebag-Montefiore, ‘Women Battling Sexism in Photography’, Guardian, 6 March 2019. https://www.
theguardian.com/artanddesign/2019/mar/07/women-battling-sexism-in-photography-a-picture-essay

9 James Estrin, ‘Highlighting Women in Photojournalism’, The New York Times, 1 February 2017. https://lens.
blogs.nytimes.com/2017/02/01/highlighting-women-in-photojournalism/

10  ‘Female in Focus E-Guide’, 2019 can be downloaded at https://femaleinfocus.com/e-guide_v1/
1 1  See, for instance, ‘Why is Self-Promotion so Hard for Women ?’, Forbes, 2 December 2011. https://www.

forbes.com/sites/levoleague/2011/12/02/why-is-self-promotion-so-hard-for-women/#5903e7c14816
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THE BODY ISSUE encourages a conversation about the visual depiction 
of bodies. 

THE BODY ISSUE is work from a collective of women.  Photo graphy is  
a tool for self-empowerment. We celebrate different styles and shapes 
of bodies and welcome diverse expressions of artistic styles.

femalephotographers.org spans oceans and is non-hierarchical and 
democratic. During conversations that took place in 2018, Veronika 
Faustmann, a photographer based in Dublin, sprinkled the seed by 
asking me to establish a vivid network. When our idea of creating an 
 independent collective turned into reality, the desire to grow and 
connect internationally became apparent.

I would like to thank all the artists who joined forces to make this 
project happen. This is the first in what is planned to become a series 
of books.

I am especially thankful to Elisabeth Biondi for editing and curating our 
images. Lilly Urbat and Claudia Holzinger proved to be an experienced 
team while working on the layout of THE BODY ISSUE with graphic 
designer Karin Kolb. Together, they generated a rhythm of sequences 
and compelling turning points. To work as independently as possible, 
we financed this publication with a Kickstarter campaign. We thank  
all the backers that made this BODY of work possible.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by Kirsten Becken
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femalephotographers.org is a collective 
created to raise awareness of women’s 
voices in photo graphy. To begin a con-
versation of inclusiveness and  diversity, 
we present THE BODY  ISSUE. The  artistsʼ 
gaze turns towards the body in space  
as it challenges and celebrates power 
and visibility. The quest to form an iden-
tity as female  artists is both exciting 
and daunting.

www.hatjecantz.de
www.femalephotographers.org


