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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Writing this book changed me. Truthfully, at times, writing it made me really, really angry. During one particularly long research period, I was basically pissed off or seething for weeks. The injustices repeated over and over again with every woman’s story really affected me. Once I punched through the initial membrane of anger, though, I started to form an attachment to these women. I suddenly felt protective of them, responsible for them. I ordered a low-end version of Eileen Gray’s E-1027 table for my living room. I resurrected an old H&M dress printed with Morris & Co’s Pimpernel pattern from deep in my closet when I read that May Morris had been its true designer. I felt pangs of pride when I’d read about one of their wins. I screamed when Clara Rockmore finally got to tell Lev Termen that it was unfair that he got all the credit for their work in the documentary Theremin: An Electronic Odyssey—which is a great film. It didn’t matter that he was ninety-seven and hard of hearing. I yelled at a Manhattan gallerist who left Clara Driscoll’s name out of an extensive exhibition of Tiffany lamps that included a majority of her designs.


I started to cringe when I’d read clichéd terms like unsung, forgotten, and in her own right. Even herstory sounds like a consolation prize to me now. I began to notice that the articles about these women always included several biographical paragraphs about their male spouses or partners. Rarely did articles or biographies about their male counterparts include anything about the women, other than that they were married or how they were otherwise entwined. I became especially disappointed and defensive when this sort of slanted writing was the work of a contemporary writer. I started to notice the comments by women on social media tearing down other women, picking on celebrities and each other. It made me hyperconscious of how I treat and talk to and about women—online and in real life—and I now try my best to fight the cultural urge to go negative. (We all have our moments. The world is angering.)


As I was nearing the finish line for this book, a movie about a plastic doll was being treated like a controversy instead of a mainstream Hollywood blockbuster. We feign progress, but there is much work left to do—and it is more important than ever. A start is to recognize the scores and scores of incredible women whom the writers of history have tried to keep from us. We need to be their champions.
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INTRODUCTION



On January 5, 1943, Exhibition by 31 Women opened at Peggy Guggenheim’s gallery, Art of This Century, in New York City. The show, which is considered the first exhibition to solely feature work by female artists, was controversial simply for its roster. Most critics wrote of the exhibition with patronizing condescension, calling it “radical,” “revolutionary,” and “notorious”—that is, if they wrote about it at all. One writer from Time magazine simply refused to review it, based on his opinion that “there were no worthy women artists.” Many of the women who participated in the exhibition were widely known in artistic circles around the world. But on paper, the writers of history would only acknowledge their existence if they were playing one role: the muse.


In recognition of that seminal exhibition, I have chosen to spotlight thirty-one incredibly talented women whose creative contributions have, at one time or another, been dismissed and whose professional titles have been ignored, in lieu of the label “muse.” Historically, to be called a muse among artistic circles has been marketed as a flattering title. It is a commendation that most often refers to a woman whose vivacity and beauty are the source of inspiration for a usually male artist or creator. She is most likely a lover of this “great man,” and her relationship with the inspired one is a catalyst for his artistic success. As a muse, she is a model, a companion, and a collaborator, whose immortalization in the man’s resulting artworks is meant to be reward enough for her efforts. But the very concept of a muse underestimates these women and their abilities. At its root, muse is a supporting role, the title a consolation prize that claims to recognize a woman’s greatness—but only in how she feeds the energy of another. A muse is like an unpaid intern. It is of no consequence if she has achieved anything on her own. No, no. It is by her contributions to a man’s genius that the writers of history have chosen to define her. It is dismissive, reductive, and, frankly, very frustrating.


I speak from experience. As a creative person, I have circulated in the New York art world for nearly two decades. Given that, it is no surprise that I chose a romantic partner within this world, one who shares my passion for art and art history. And as the partner of a professional artist, I’ve had the word muse tossed at me often during the decade we have been together. Yes, I have posed for his paintings, written his artist bios, and helped with his career—just as he has supported mine. Being characterized as his muse is not untrue. But, like the women in this book, I have found most people assume that is all I am. When they find out I have written books, penned articles, and curated exhibitions, they are quite often in shock. Even today, many people assume that I work for my partner in some sort of administrative role, rather than as a creative professional on my own. That, too, is dismissive, reductive, and—you guessed it—very frustrating. I cannot imagine having to face this same erasure in the eras in which the women in this book lived.


I am obviously not the only person to feel this way. Martha Gellhorn, the prolific author and war correspondent whose work spanned six decades, famously said, “I will not be a footnote in another’s life.” Though she tried her damnedest, she is mostly remembered for the few years she spent as Ernest Hemingway’s third wife, rather than for her incredible bravery reporting from the front lines of every major international conflict into her eighties. Leonora Carrington, who was one of the thirty-one artists in Guggenheim’s seminal exhibition, plainly declared, “I didn’t have time to be anyone’s muse,” yet the Surrealists pigeonholed the young beauty as a femme-enfant. Though she eventually redefined herself in Mexico City and established a Surrealist sect of her own, her work has only recently been celebrated as part of the Surrealist movement.


I think the women in this book are not household names for a plethora of reasons. Art Deco designer Hildreth Meière, illustrator and Algonquin Round Table member Neysa McMein, and Louise Blanchard Bethune, the first American woman to work as a professional architect, were all wildly successful and known in their lifetimes. They had clients and received accolades, were written about in newspapers, and attracted professional recognition. It was not their contemporaries, but the writers of history who omitted their names from books and encyclopedias, gradually phasing them out of cultural memory. Some of the women recognized they would never get their due. Tiffany Studios designer Clara Driscoll and Jane and May Morris, the wife and daughter of William Morris of Morris & Co, knowingly worked under someone else’s name for their whole careers, with the truth of their contributions only coming to light decades after their deaths. Still others had their endeavors actively erased from their own timelines by jealous men in their lives. For years, Bauhaus founder Walter Gropius passed off hundreds of photographs documenting the original work of the movement taken by Lucia Moholy as his own. The inventor of narrative film and the first known female film director, Alice Guy-Blaché, spent decades attempting to prove that dozens of films credited to others—from her ex-boss to her ex-husband—were, in fact, her creations. Irish designer Eileen Gray, who taught herself architecture and built a modernist villa in the South of France, spent years watching her design be attributed to the famous male architect Le Corbusier. 


In all cases, to simply be acknowledged was an uphill battle. It was a fight made even more difficult by societal norms and gender roles that confined women to the home or in the realm of domesticity. To break out of this role, a woman had to be one of two things: a bohemian, who was truly defiant of society’s expectations, or sublimely rich. Each made a creative life more possible, though in different ways. And this book represents a collection of both.


It is true that a muse can be anyone. But this book is about a handful of the incredible women whose life’s work has been slighted by being reduced to one seemingly innocent yet completely destructive label. Muse is a four-letter word, after all.
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LOUISE BLANCHARD BETHUNE



ARCHITECT AND BICYCLIST
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JULY 21, 1856–DECEMBER 18, 1913


For generations, architecture has been consistently, seemingly interminably, dominated by men. Although female students now make up roughly half the enrollment in architecture programs across the United States, they comprise only 23.3 percent of the country’s registered architects. Dozens of recent articles explain why: women continue to be discouraged by wage disparity, workplace prejudice, the lack of mentors, and a slew of other factors. In other words, while design continues to soar into the future, this aspect of architecture as a profession is slow to change. While it is still hard to be a woman in architecture in the twenty-first century, I can’t imagine having the fortitude to be the first.


I grew up in Buffalo, New York, where Louise Blanchard Bethune became the first registered female architect in the United States in 1881. As a teen in the mid-1990s, I was mesmerized by the beautiful, though decaying and sometimes abandoned, buildings that spoke of a thriving past, particularly the Hotel Lafayette, a French Renaissance beauty that Bethune designed at the turn of the twentieth century. By my time, the hotel had long been used as a single-room occupancy building. Its formerly gleaming Art Deco lobby was a massive pawnshop for its residents, and the crumbling basement was the venue for illegal raves where I’d dance until dawn as a teenager. (Sorry, Mom!) The gorgeous redbrick and terra-cotta exterior recalled better days, but Bethune’s most famous project had largely fallen into horrific disrepair. It was all the more heartbreaking because this striking building should have been a landmark and a beacon to American feminism.


When Buffalo’s Hotel Lafayette opened its doors in 1904, the New York Times lauded it as “one of the most perfectly appointed and magnificent hotels in the country.” Though it was originally designed to accommodate the thousands of visitors who flocked to Buffalo for the Pan-American Exposition of 1901, the delay did not detract from the hotel’s success. The seven-story edifice catered to well-to-do tourists and offered “modern” amenities for the first time, like elevators, a telephone in each room, and hot and cold water in each bathroom. It was Bethune’s crowning professional achievement, a project that meshed elegance with technological advancement.


The New York Times article (from the June 1, 1904, issue), though just a small paragraph, was a triumph for a hotel 400 miles from New York City. After declaring it the “Handsomest Hotel in the Country,” the article strangely goes on to credit nearly every man loosely associated with the project: the hotel’s investor Walter B. Duffy, the president of the Hotel Men’s Association George W. Sweeney, the businessmen Charles J. Spalding and Joseph Oakes who were to lease the hotel, and the Transportation Club of Buffalo, which vowed to rent the entire seventh floor for club rooms. Glaringly absent is a mention of the architect or architectural firm that had designed said triumph. At first, I assumed this was accidental negligence—surely the Times wouldn’t shy away from giving credit where credit was due? However, the last line in the article leaves me feeling suspicious when it notes, “Many well-known men participated in the opening of the hotel.” This seemingly arbitrary statement begs the question: Was the New York Times really that hesitant to give credit to a woman? Perhaps. Despite Bethune having her hand in more than 150 architectural projects over the course of her career, the New York Times did not mention her name once in her lifetime.


Luckily for Bethune, Buffalo was not the New York Times. By the time the Hotel Lafayette opened, Bethune had been working in the field of architecture for twenty-eight years. She learned the trade as a respected draftsperson at the firm of Waite & Caulkins, which was an accepted practice equal to studying architecture at school in the nineteenth century. When she left Waite & Caulkins after five years to open an independent firm with her husband and fellow architect Robert Bethune in 1881, she officially became the country’s first professional female architect. Her work was so respected that in 1885 she became the only female member elected to the Western Association of Architects. In 1888, she became the first female associate of the American Institute of Architects (AIA). She was later awarded an AIA fellowship in 1889 (also the first woman to receive such a distinction). All the while, she was also a mother to a young son born in 1883.


Raised in Buffalo, Bethune was influenced by the work of the suffragists and abolitionists that had swept the region, including at the nearby Seneca Falls Women’s Rights Convention in 1848. In the second half of the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth, Buffalo was experiencing a cultural and technological heyday. Thanks to increased trading, made possible by the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 and the construction of the Niagara Falls hydroelectric power plant in 1895, Buffalo became the first American municipality to have widespread electric lights. The flourishing city saw a rise in both population and business, becoming one of the richest of the Gilded Age with more millionaires per capita than anywhere else in the country. This cultural and financial affluence, coupled with the influence of the women’s suffrage movement, set up the headstrong and independent Louise Blanchard Bethune for success.


The firm—headed by Bethune, her husband, and later a third partner named William Fuchs who had started as the Bethunes’ draftsman—focused mostly on industrial and public buildings. Not wanting to be pigeonholed by her gender, Bethune refused to take on residential projects because of their association with domesticity as well as their lower rates of compensation. Instead, she preferred to design diverse projects that showed her varied architectural strengths—largely steel-framed factories, storefronts, and public schools. Her designs utilized advanced features like sanitation, fireproofing, and improved ventilation, which raised the safety standard for public schools and are still used today.


Bethune was a natural feminist before the word had even reached U.S. shores. She was the first in Buffalo to buy a “woman’s” bicycle, which became an accidental symbol of feminism by giving women the independence to go wherever they pleased. Like the suffragists, she believed in equality between the genders, though she expressed this by fighting gender prejudice through example rather than protest. As such, she understood the responsibilities she had to her gender as a trailblazer in the field of architecture. One area where she made strides, not just for architects but for all women, was in pay advocacy. Wage parity for all workers performing the same job was not a priority in the late 1800s, as married women were not expected to work. Instead, they were expected to contribute only domestic labor, because the employment of women could take jobs away from men. Bethune was unbothered by this societal norm, insisting on equal pay for her work. She famously turned down an invitation to compete in the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago on these grounds, refusing to participate because women were to be paid $1,000, while men would receive $10,000 for the same amount of work. And though she claimed her success was activism, she also supported the burgeoning women’s rights movements, often speaking at conventions to encourage other women to go into architecture. When Bethune died in 1913, at just fifty-seven years old, there were nearly 200 women working as licensed architects in the United States—many thanks to her encouragement and influence.




Of the 150 buildings Bethune had a hand in across Western New York, only a few remain, including the Iroquois Door Plant Company warehouse (now a textile factory), Witkop and Holmes Headquarters (ironically now apartments given that she didn’t design domestic buildings), and the Hotel Lafayette in downtown Buffalo, which she would be pleased to know has regained its status as a crown jewel of the city. In 2010 the hotel was listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and in 2012 it was reopened after a $35 million rehabilitation project, which restored much of the interior to Bethune’s original vision—apart from the gorgeous lobby, which itself was reimagined as an Art Deco masterpiece in 1942.


While all the women in this book have stories worth exploring, I know not all of them would have become household names—even without the tangle of patriarchy. Louise Blanchard Bethune, however, is a woman whose name and accomplishments should be taught in school. Becoming the first professional woman in a field that has been, and continues to be, profoundly male-dominated is incredibly consequential. To find professional success while also being a loving wife and mother is a testament to the often dismissed notion that women can have it all. To do so years before women had even won the right to vote is mind-boggling. And to excel at it is the most feminist thing I can think of.


Mending their past omissions, the New York Times included Bethune in their wonderful Overlooked No More obituary series on November 4, 2021.
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CLAUDE CAHUN & MARCEL MOORE



MAKE ART, FIGHT NAZIS
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CLAUDE CAHUN | OCTOBER 25, 1894–DECEMBER 8, 1954


MARCEL MOORE | JULY 19, 1892–FEBRUARY 19, 1972


Before today’s lexicon of gender-inclusive and nonbinary terms blossomed, Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore sought to investigate and refine their ideas of gender identity through a series of incredible Surrealist photographs. From 1912 through the 1930s, the pair explored gender nonconformity and expression, with Cahun as model and Moore as photographer. Although they were largely unknown to the public at the time, they have since been recognized as beloved and important pioneers of genderqueer exploration and identity. As partners in both love and art, the revolutionary couple spent the second half of their lives quietly, yet forcefully, fighting Nazis by causing a wave of doubt and confusion among soldiers on the British isle of Jersey.


Cahun and Moore were deeply connected on multiple levels. They were lovers, collaborators, soulmates, and oddly, eight years after meeting, they became stepsisters. When the two were first introduced as teenagers in 1909, at school in Nantes, France, Cahun described it in her diaries as a lightning strike—an electric energy she felt to her core. From that moment on they felt complete, like two halves of a whole. Cahun was fifteen, born Lucy Renee Mathilde Schwob, to a Christian mother and an affluent, intellectual Jewish father. Moore, seventeen at their meeting, was born Suzanne Alberte Malherbe to a well-to-do family in Nantes. Their inseparability, which began right away, would last until Cahun’s death in 1954.


While they were certainly teenage lovers, the women presented themselves as best friends, shielding the nature of their relationship from outsiders. Then, when Cahun’s divorced father married Moore’s widowed mother in 1917, the pair officially became “family,” giving them an easier cover when traveling together or when they just wished to keep their love private. After school, they moved into a flat in Nantes so Moore could study art. In 1919, they headed to Paris, enticed by the avant-garde Dada and Surrealist movements, as well as the literary Left Bank. By this time, they had already taken up androgynous pseudonyms, which they felt would shroud the origin of their writings, artworks, and performances in mystery. Cahun chose the sexually ambiguous name Claude, which meshed well with “Cahun,” a family name she adopted after a brief stint writing under the name Claude Courlis. Her partner chose Marcel, which could be perceived as male or female, as her first name and Moore, in the spirit of alliteration, for her surname.


In Paris, Cahun and Moore quickly became part of the avant-garde scene, where their work and sexuality were both encouraged. They fell in with the lesbian literary set, including Djuna Barnes, Natalie Barney, and the bookshop-owning couple Sylvia Beach, of Shakespeare and Company, and Adrienne Monnier, who ran a shop called La Maison des Amis des Livres. Cahun and Moore’s flat became a sanctuary in which they regularly hosted salons where everyone could freely talk about social justice, sexuality, communism, art, and the rise of fascism elsewhere in Europe. Inspired, supported, and floating merrily along on family money, Cahun and Moore were free, romantically and financially, to create art that did not have to be judged or sold to feed their bellies. The art they made was important, but it was only possible because of the freedom of privilege.


Publicly, the pair participated in the Surrealist scene by making collaborative photomontages. Cahun also became a writer of intense, philosophical prose that pensively questioned gender identity, as well as a novel (Heroines, published in 1925) and a mixed-media memoir that combined essays, musings, poems, and photomontages, which she published as Aveux Non Avenus in 1930. Moore made illustrations, both for fashion magazines and to accompany Cahun’s essays and poems.


Surrealism was a movement that embraced the absurd, examined fantasy and dreams, broke from the confines of tradition, and moved away from social norms to accept a more liberated attitude toward sex and sexuality. Despite being ensconced in this forward-thinking enclave, Cahun and Moore chose to make some artworks for their eyes only. Cahun’s personal writing questioned gender identity, but the visual art she shared did not.


Privately, the pair shot revolutionary portraits that would still provide a provocative reconsideration of gender norms nearly seventy years later. The detailed black-and-white tableaux star Cahun, who had been experimenting with self-portraiture since her teens, cast in myriad roles blurring the line between masculine and feminine. In one photograph, she posed as a beautifully androgynous boxer, her short hair oiled and parted, with red hearts painted on her cheeks to match her cupid’s bow lips. Cahun’s white bodysuit—emblazoned with the phrase I AM IN TRAINING, DON’T KISS ME—is dotted with two faux nipples, while a faux barbell rests on her lap. In other self-portraits, she is a dandy, a doll, a vamp, and an angel. Cahun is covered in masks, dressed as a puppet, shown in a double exposure with her head shaved, appearing to whisper into her own ear, with the text “What do you want from me?” written in French. Moore, who stood behind the camera, was a collaborator in these images, even though she did not star in them herself.


Others in their circle were also experimenting with gender identity. Marcel Duchamp photographed himself as his female alter ego, Rrose Sélavy, and several female writers like George Sand and the Brontë sisters chose masculine pen names to allow their work to be engaged with without the specter of preconceived sexist notions. But none of these contemporaries explored their own gender identities like Cahun and Moore did with their photographs.


These images take on even more meaning today as a reflection of the ongoing social dialogue around gender identity. But they were also remarkable at the time of their creation, when the vocabulary to discuss gender fluidity, nonbinary gender, and transgender identity did not yet exist. Cahun and Moore kept their work mostly private during their lifetimes, and so they did not become the leaders of gender liberation they may have otherwise. Scholars believe that, had the term been available, Cahun would have identified as nonbinary. There is a lot of debate over which pronouns to use for Cahun and Moore—they both referred to themselves as elle (she) in writings—but as I feel gender identity is personal, I did not want to make that judgment for them.




However they may have chosen to identify themselves, had they been able to at the time, it is hard to imagine from our modern vantage point two artists working so prolifically for their eyes only. There is an innocence to work meant to impress no one but its creators. Photos of Cahun were only “discovered” by French historian François Leperlier in the 1990s, and for years was thought to be decidedly her own, even though Moore’s signature appears on some of their work.


In 1937, as the Nazis advanced across Europe, Cahun and Moore decided it would be best to seclude themselves in a safer place, effectively ending their affiliation with the Parisian art world. Between their sexuality and Cahun’s Jewish heritage, it was simply too dangerous for them to stay put. Both women had spent childhood vacations on the idyllic British island of Jersey, off the coast of Brittany. There, they bought a beautiful house, La Rocquiase, and prepared to buckle in for the duration of the war, supposing the tiny island would not be of interest to the Nazis. Their assumption was gravely incorrect. In 1940, Hitler set his sights on the Channel Islands, which he thought would be a strategic base against the British. By June of that year, German soldiers had occupied Jersey. Cahun and Moore, both now in middle age, decided to weather the storm—but not without a fight.


For three years, the women waged a quietly revolutionary campaign against the Nazis. Hitler’s soldiers had woven themselves into every facet of the island, occupying hotels, businesses, and homes. (At one point, Cahun and Moore had to share La Rocquiase with four soldiers.) Given this proximity, the artists’ attack was not overt. They did not try to convince the German soldiers of the evils of antisemitism and the unfairness of blind hatred. They did not appeal to them with their friendship, either. Instead, they quietly chipped away at their morale, casting a cloud of doubt over them through messages typed anonymously on their Nazi-forbidden Underwood typewriter. Cahun and Moore assumed the role of a disillusioned German soldier, signing their notes simply, “The Soldier With No Name,” in an act of both political resistance and gender provocation. Their messages highlighted doubts about the war and painted Hitler as a weak and selfish leader. By crafting these under the guise of a fellow soldier, they hoped to convince the Nazis they encountered that the war was unending and pointless. “Ohne Ende”—without end—became their slogan of protest. Their typed notes often included fake codes that meant nothing, snippets of fake conversations between soldiers, overt mocking of Nazi phrases and propaganda, and nonsensical color coding meant to look important and, more important, confuse the soldiers. They ended each missive with the words “please distribute,” implying the notes were the work of a larger network rather than two middle-aged women.




Cahun and Moore delivered these messages themselves by hand, armed with nothing more than a few sleeping pills kept in a Milk of Magnesia bottle, which they planned to swallow if they got caught. They spent months placing the fragile papers in mailboxes, on car windshields and tables at cafés, pinned to doors, and even directly into soldiers’ pockets as they passed them around town. They painted coins with nail polish and scratched anti-Nazi messages on them before dropping them on the ground or into the collection plate at church. They grew brazen, slipping photo collages and faux advertisements into magazines at newsstands, and even snuck into the soldiers’ church to hang a banner that read “Jesus is great but Hitler is greater, because Jesus died for people, but people die for Hitler!”


Though these messages were wildly subversive, Cahun and Moore didn’t know if anyone was receiving them or regarding them with any seriousness. But in 1944, Cahun and Moore found out just how successful their quiet rebellion had been. They were arrested, and a thick folder of their typewritten notes, collected by Nazi officials, was produced. Their captors were shocked to learn the sophisticated spy network they had been chasing was instead two women in their fifties. Cahun and Moore remained defiant throughout their trials and were sentenced to six years’ imprisonment and death. Cahun asked which she would serve first. 


Liberation came before their execution, but the nearly yearlong stint in prison was hard on Cahun’s health. She died at age sixty, nine years later in 1954, having never quite recovered from the illness and malnourishment she experienced under the Nazis. Moore, devastated and depressed, moved to a smaller home on Jersey and died by suicide in 1972. They share a grave, marked with their birth names—together in death as they were in life in their final quiet rebellion.
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