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INTRODUCTION



Women have been involved in photography since the earliest days of the medium. Although most photographers – and certainly most professional photographers – were men until about 1890, when easy-to-use cameras became available thanks to Kodak1, women made photographs too. The most famous are Julia Margaret Cameron (here) and Clementina Hawarden (here), who each contributed in significant ways to the development of the medium.


Women were also engaged in other areas of the photography industry. They helped to run or ran their own studios and were retouchers and tinters. Towards the end of the 19th century, women, although still few in number, worked professionally and sometimes very successfully – as Frances Benjamin Johnston (here), Catharine Weed Barnes Ward (here) and Jessie Tarbox Beals (here) did. As the 20th century got underway and the new independent, self-representing modern woman emerged, women increasingly turned professional. Whereas before female photographers had been operating in the (mostly bourgeois) domestic sphere, they were now working as portrait photographers, press photographers, architectural photographers or working in the advertising industry. They were earning their own money and making their own decisions about the way they wanted to live their life. Indeed, the increased freedoms women were enjoying in photography coincided with, and were sometimes linked to, improvements in women’s rights more generally.


Women became more vocal about the need for gender equality in photography. A leading voice was Imogen Cunningham (here) who put the case for why women should take up photography professionally in her 1913 manifesto, Photography as a Profession for Women. And it wasn’t only in Western countries that women were creating waves. In Palestine, Karimeh Abbud (here), often referred to as the first Arab woman photographer, was running several photography studios. A formidable businesswoman, she went out of her way to promote herself and her services under the banner of ‘Lady Photographer’, having shrewdly recognized, and acted on, a preference by some women to be photographed by another woman.


As the decades hurried on, women photographers continued to challenge convention across the board. In photojournalism, Lee Miller (here) pushed boundaries when she entered Germany as World War Two was ending – one of the first photographers to do so – capturing and showing to the world the horrors that had unfolded there. And Florence Henri (here) was a successful, talented photographer whose work defined an era. Latterly, important practitioners have included Shirin Neshat (here), who has made work about the female experience in Iran, Lorna Simpson (here), who challenges notions of race and gender, and Aïda Muluneh (here), who advocates for change in perceptions of Africa.


So, if ‘women were everywhere and recorded everything … explored every facet of photography’2, why have their stories only been told relatively recently? One reason is that women have too often been relegated to a supporting role, or their contributions have been discussed in relation to a man. Women’s work has not been taken seriously or deemed worthy of attention, and doors to institutions, societies and associations have largely been closed to women3. Those writing histories have often been men who have promoted a mostly white, Western, male-centric narrative.
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Woman Having an Afternoon Sleep, Lady Clementina Hawarden, c. 1860


The situation is gradually changing. We are seeing more exhibitions dedicated to women photographers. Foundations, networks, awards and grants that support women in photography are emerging.


This book, while far from definitive, is a small contribution to a far larger movement that is happening. The existing narrative that has gone unchallenged for too long is being reappraised and supplemented. Spotlighting 50 remarkable photographers from all over the world and across the entire history of photography, this book illuminates these women’s achievements and endeavours, sometimes in near-impossible circumstances, and in doing so tells a story of how they changed photography for good. There are famous and lesser-known names and women whose work was forgotten or overlooked and has only recently been rediscovered and acknowledged. Some women who feature in the following pages have never been given the proper attention they deserve.


By highlighting, in each chapter, a technique that the photographer used, and in turn offering advice and tips, this book invites readers to celebrate these trailblazers in their own photographic work.


There is much more to be done to restore women photographers and other under-represented figures in photography histories to their rightful place. However, as walls continue to come down and gatekeepers gradually become more diverse, we inch closer to a more representative, inclusive and, ultimately, rich photographic future.







VIVIANE SASSEN
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Dutch Born 1972 Art Fashion Portraiture



The Dreamer


With a penchant for surrealism, Viviane Sassen creates images that seem to straddle dreams and reality, where the ‘ordinary and the magical merge.’4 Often experiencing vivid dreams, Sassen has spoken about the dream world being as important to her as the ‘waking world’. Sometimes sketching out her dreams and using them as the inspiration for her images, Sassen has used mirrors, projections, paint, ink, collage and film, as well as photography, to bring her fantastical visions to life.


Shadows, bold colours and abstracted, intertwined figures are all part of the fashion photographer’s distinctive visual signature. The years she spent in Africa as a child, in a village in the west of Kenya, had a profound effect on the Dutch photographer, creatively and personally. Sassen and her family moved to the African continent when she was very young. Her father was a doctor and worked in a local hospital. She has spoken about finding her then home country to be a place of ‘vivid colours and strong contrasts of light and dark’5 and shared that she noticed the shapes of figures sheltering from the sun in the shade6. Memories of the place she called home, and the dreams she has had about the time she spent there, have shaped her work immeasurably.


The family returned to the Netherlands when Sassen was five years old. It took time for Sassen to adjust to her new life and she has grappled with feelings of familiarity with Africa, but also uncertainty and of feeling like an outsider. We sense this tension in her photographs, which feel complete and full, but can also be unsettling and disorientating.


In the early 1990s, Sassen, who now lives in Amsterdam, studied fashion design before pursuing photography and graduating with a master’s degree in fine art. She sent her work to fashion magazines, was published and began to make a name for herself as a fashion photographer of repute, winning all kinds of commissions.


Returning to the African continent with a camera in 2001, Sassen made many portraits, working closely with her subjects and using her beloved strong shadows and light to create off-kilter images that possess a kind of uneasy magic. Her subjects’ bodies twist and bend, faces are sometimes obscured and sprawling limbs and fragmented bodies fill the frame. The effect is startling but beautiful. Over the next two decades, she continued to make work in Africa but also in Europe, alternating between constructed images and those that employ a more documentary – albeit surreal – approach. She has also experimented with painting directly on to her photographs.


Sassen’s influence on both the art world and the fashion world has been nothing short of era-defining. She has earned a reputation for moving apparently effortlessly between those worlds, something few have done with such grace and skill.
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Solomon’s Knot from ‘Parasomnia’, Viviane Sassen, 2010



Fill the frame


A technique Sassen often uses is to fill the frame with her subjects, as she has done here. The entire image space is bursting with patterns and limbs. Sassen even allows her composition to spill over the sides of the frame, zooming in and deliberately concentrating the viewer’s attention on the exquisitely patterned clothes her subjects are wearing and their intertwined bodies.


Try something similar. Come in close and fill the frame with part of your subject or subjects for dramatic effect.







IMOGEN CUNNINGHAM
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American 1883–1976 Art Portraiture Still life



The Torchbearer


Nicknamed the ‘grandmother of photography’ for her efforts to advance the medium throughout the 20th century, Imogen Cunningham knew how to create images that made an impact. In her 75-year career as a photographer, she turned her hand to, and made a success of, many genres in photography. She caused a stir with male nudes of her husband, whisked viewers away to dream worlds with her hazy pictorialist portraits, and excited eyes and minds with her experimental modernist botanical studies and exquisite, sensual close-up female nudes. Whether putting the case for why women should take up photography professionally, as she did in her 1913 manifesto, Photography as a Profession for Women, or making her own decisions about what or who, how, when and where she would photograph, Cunningham was independently minded and remained true to her art until her death in 1976 at the age of 93.


Born in Portland, Oregon and raised in Seattle, Washington, Cunningham was a creative child who painted and drew from a young age. She became interested in photography at secondary school and used a shed in the family’s garden as a darkroom. At 18 she acquired her own camera and went on to study chemistry at the University of Washington after she was advised that this would be useful for a career in photography. After graduating, Cunningham worked with Edward S. Curtis, known for his work photographing Native American Indian tribes, in his Seattle studio. While there, she learnt the art of platinum printing and how to retouch negatives and went on to write a thesis called Modern Processes of Photography. After studying in Dresden, Germany, she returned to the United States and opened her studio in Seattle, specializing in portraiture in the pictorialist style. She ran the studio successfully for several years until her marriage to the printmaker and teacher Roi Partridge in 1915. Raising three young sons inevitably meant more time at home, but Cunningham uncovered creative opportunities, photographing plants from her garden. Her fascination with botanical form, or rather, how it could be abstracted when photographed, is evident in the closely cropped images she made. The images with their crisp, clean lines and perfectly balanced areas of light and shade are a far cry from her pictorialist photographs – evidence that Cunningham was a photographer who refused to sit still.


As a founding member of Group f/64, a collective committed to pure or ‘straight’ photography named after the smallest aperture on a large-format camera, Cunningham moved further away from her early pictorialist work, exploring what the camera’s eye could reveal. Her work was published in magazines including Vanity Fair and LIFE, she did street photography, experimented with multiple exposures, taught photography at the California School of Fine Arts and was exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art, among other places. Boldly living a life in photography that was full and rich, as she urged other women to do, Cunningham set up the Imogen Cunningham Trust to oversee the preservation, promotion and distribution of her work. Although she claimed she didn’t know what success was, the woman whose passion for photography never dimmed made sure her legacy would live on.
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False Hellebore, Imogen Cunningham, 1926



Create a dynamic botanical still life


There are various ways of approaching a still-life image of a plant. You could use a macro lens or, if you have a high-resolution camera, shoot wide and crop in. Another way of shooting the image so that everything is in focus is to focus stack – create multiple images focusing on different parts of the subject and blend them in Photoshop. To focus stack, work in ‘Manual’ mode and use the same exposure for each image. Manually focus on the foreground and take a series of images, slowly moving the focus to different parts of the scene.


How many images you will need depends on your subject, but try two or three to begin with and take more if necessary. Try photographing different plants and create a series of images.







LIZ JOHNSON ARTUR
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Russian Ghanaian Born 1964 Documentary Portraiture



The Connector


There is a tacit complicity between Liz Johnson Artur and her subjects, an acknowledgement of the moment a photograph is being made. We sense this when looking at her photographs, especially when a subject looks directly into the camera. In crude terms, the Russian Ghanaian artist’s photographs are about connection, not only with her subjects in the moment of capture, but also with the communities they belong to. Sometimes the connection may be a local one, to a community in the artist’s neighbourhood of South East London, and on other occasions it takes place further afield. Indeed, Johnson Artur has travelled to, and made work in, Europe, America, Africa and the Caribbean as well as the UK, documenting people who belong to African and Caribbean diasporas.


What makes Johnson Artur’s photographs special is the intimacy and authenticity they afford. Getting in close, Johnson Artur, who shoots exclusively on film, somehow manages to establish near instant trust with the people in her images – people she does not usually know. This capacity for immediate connection is even more remarkable when you consider she often works in crowds or busy streets. Whether she is photographing at a family gathering, a carnival, inside a club or a place of worship, Johnson Artur gets to the heart of whatever is happening, effortlessly bringing viewers into the worlds her subjects inhabit through images that are honest and, at times, deeply profound.


Born in Sofia, Bulgaria, in 1964 to a Russian mother and Ghanaian father, Johnson Artur was raised by her mother in what was West Germany. In her late teens, she travelled to New York and, enamoured of the people and culture she encountered, began taking photographs. Her interest in photography remained when she returned to Germany and, in 1991, she moved to London to study at the Royal College of Art. Working as a photographer for seminal magazines i-D and The Face, Johnson Artur was often on assignments and would make time while she was away to take pictures for herself. Curious about the lives of Black people globally, she is driven by a desire to document the ‘normality of black lives and black culture’7 – everyday, ordinary moments that often go unrecorded. For more than three decades she has been steadily capturing such moments, carefully collating images and ideas in notebooks under the title ‘Black Balloon Archive’, derived from the song Black Balloons by Oscar Brown Jr, recorded by Syl Johnson on the 1970 album Is It Because I’m Black.


Often hand printing her photographs, Johnson Artur has also worked with video and has experimented with creating experiential installations that use a variety of approaches, such as displaying neatly ordered images and items on the floor or suspended from the wall or ceiling.


A quote published on the Tate website neatly sums up Johnson Artur’s inclusive, collaborative ethos: ‘In my work, I like to talk to people, not about them. When people look at my work, they are actually looking at my audience. It’s them I would like to reach, but everyone else is invited too.’8



Use flash to accentuate colourful street scenes


Here, Liz Johnson Artur has created an image with multiple layers or planes, from the girl in the poster on the left, to the woman with a guitar, the little girl to her left and the woman who is cut off on the right of the image. Colour is a major presence in the image, from the pinks of clothes to the colours of the Jamaican flag against a red background.


All of this is accentuated by flash. With a flashgun attached to your camera, try using flash in daylight. Look for areas of colour that you can incorporate into your composition, paying particular attention to the edges of the frame.
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No date, no title, Liz Johnson Artur







SARAH WAISWA
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Ugandan Born 1980 Art Documentary Portraiture



The Community Creator


It was while photographing the wedding of a woman from Mombasa in the United States that Sarah Waiswa realized photography could be her future. It was 2013 and Waiswa wasn’t yet working as a professional photographer. That would change in the autumn of 2015 when Waiswa decided to leave her day job to pursue a career in photography.


A successful documentary and portrait photographer, Waiswa is also the co-founder of the African Women in Photography network, which celebrates the work of women and non-binary photographers from Africa. The aim of the organization is not only to champion members’ work and provide a supportive environment, but also to create educational, financial and professional opportunities.


In her own photography, Waiswa aims to shine a light on important issues on the African continent. She is committed to challenging existing stereotypical narratives about Africa and African people – to explore what she calls the ‘new African identity’.


Born in Uganda during the brutal Idi Amin dictatorship, Waiswa and her family fled to Kenya shortly after she was born. In 1999, she moved to the United States – to Kentucky – to study for an undergraduate degree in sociology and a master’s in psychology. After living and working in the States for several years, Waiswa returned to Kenya in 2010. She had always wanted to be an artist, but family expectations set her on a different path.


Taking a job in human resources, Waiswa began making pictures on the side. Before long, she began sharing her work online. The feedback was positive, and Waiswa continued to hone her craft, picking up tips on composition and lighting by connecting with other image-makers through the internet. Support came from the Kenyan photography community with whom Waiswa bonded through Instagram. In 2016, Waiswa was nominated for and subsequently won the prestigious Rencontres d’Arles Discovery Award. Ethiopian photographer Aïda Muluneh (here) had put her name and work forward. Waiswa won with her series, ‘Stranger in a Familiar Land’, which explores the persecution of people with albinism throughout sub-Saharan Africa. Set against a backdrop of the Kibera slums, the work features Florence Kisombe and tells a story of how being rejected by society resulted in a dreamlike existence. The work is not documentary, neither is it a straightforward portrait series. More akin to a fashion shoot with a narrative bent, we see Kisombe, impeccably styled in an elaborate outfit and headdress, seemingly float through her surroundings.


The award helped to put Waiswa on the map and, in the years that followed, she has continued to build her portfolio and profile on the world stage, not only producing work that has agency but helping many other women to do the same.
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Friends?, Sarah Waiswa, 2021



Manipulate archival photographs


In her series, ‘Lips Touched with Blood’, Waiswa worked with archival images taken between 1860 and the 1970s by British travellers in countries of the former British Empire9. Waiswa juxtaposed the photographs, which are part of the British Empire and Commonwealth Collection at Bristol Archives, with her own portraits of African people. By changing the figures of the Kenyan people in the archival photographs into blacked-out silhouettes, she redresses the power imbalance between the colonialists who took the photographs and the people being photographed.


Try sourcing archival photographs at a flea market or online. You could draw or paint on the photographs or cut out figures and place card behind the gaps. Think about the message you are trying to convey, as well as the aesthetics of the manipulated image.







TINA MODOTTI
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Italian American 1896–1942 Art Documentary Portraiture



The Revolutionary


In some of her most affecting photographs, the political activist and photographer Tina Modotti, who is best known for her images of post-revolutionary Mexico, says a great deal with very little. Italian-born Modotti was a master at knowing what to include and what to leave out of the frame. She could create a powerful portrait without showing the person’s face, allowing a pair of hands to do the talking instead. It was a technique that held greater significance than just functioning as a neat compositional device. Modotti used her photography to support the socialist/communist cause with which she deeply sympathized. Indeed, Modotti’s great skill lay in constructing images that were both formally flawless and politically and socially charged.


Born into a working-class family in Udine in Italy, Modotti emigrated to the United States in 1913. Her father and sister were already living in the country. Still a teenager, she found work as a dressmaker in San Francisco and as a model and an actress in Los Angeles. She modelled for the photographer Edward Weston, who was also her lover, and learnt photography from him. His detailed, modernist and formally rigorous approach was an influence on her own work. In 1923, Modotti and Weston moved to Mexico City, a vibrant, exciting bohemian hub where all kinds of artists and radical thinkers congregated, among them Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo, with whom Modotti became acquainted. She and Weston ran a photography studio for a time before Weston returned to the United States. Modotti remained in the country and from 1925 became involved in leftist politics, joining the Communist Party in 1927.
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